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ABSTRACT
THE PERCEPTIONS OF ELEMENTARY SCHOOL PRINCIPALS
REGARDING THEIR ROLE IN HELPING TEACHERS
INCREASE STUDENT LEARNING
MAY 1998
STEPHEN M. GOULD, B.M., BERKLEE COLLEGE OF MUSIC
M.Ed., FITCHBURG STATE COLLEGE
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Robert L. Sinclair

The responsibilities of contemporary principals have increased dramatically and
principals continue to be held accountable for school improvement efforts. Leading the
school improvement process is a daunting task for principals. In this study, elementary
school principals across Massachusetts reported that they consider helping teachers
increase student learning to be a high leadership priority for school improvement.
Further, the review of the research and literature undertaken for this study argues that
principals should place helping teachers increase student learning at the heart of all
school improvement efforts and that elementary school principals should make the
facilitation of teaching and learning a leadership priority. However, data gathered in
this research indicate that elementary school principals spend the greater percentage of
their time on management/ administrative responsibilities rather than on leadership
aspects of their job that help teachers improve student performance. The review of the
research and literature undertaken for this study examines the numerous and diverse
responsibilities of the principalship, and the contexts in which principals work. The
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literature review also examines the various ways principals help teachers improve
teaching and learning.
In spite of the mismatch between what elementary school principals in this study
consider to be important and their actual practice, they were able to provide examples of
the various ways they are currently helping teachers increase student learning. This
study also describes the work conditions elementary school principals across
Massachusetts perceive they need in order to improve teaching and learning. The major
implications of this study are that elementary school principals need to: (a) find a
balance between their management and leadership responsibilities; (b) utilize their
discretionary time to help teachers improve teaching and learning; and (c) seek
professional experiences to help them reflect on how they can improve their practice.
Finally, this study proposes a number of recommendations that may be useful to
elementary school principals, organizations that provide preservice and inservice
opportunities, educational policy makers, and other parties interested in assisting
elementary school principals help teachers increase student learning.
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CHAPTER 1

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

The world has changed dramatically in the past 50 years and expectations for
schools have also increased (Conley, 1993). If our standard of living is to remain
constant, if the growth of a permanent underclass is to be averted, if democracy is to
function effectively into the next century, our schools must graduate students with
achievement levels long thought possible for only the privileged few (Tyler , 1989).
Motivated by the desire to provide all students with a world-class education, and
coupled with the perception that our schools are failing, an unprecedented variety of
reform activity has been launched at both federal, state, and local levels (Cawelti, 1995).
Dewey (1932), Goodlad (1979), Tyler (1989) and others believe that the purpose
of schools is to increase student learning so that students may be contributing members
of a democratic society. In the past, in spite of numerous mandates, student learning has
not increased to the degree deemed necessary for students to be successful and
productive members of our society (Sarason, 1990). Combs (1992) stresses that schools
will not be improved by laid on mandates from afar. Conley (1993) found that in many
instances mandates and school improvement initiatives do not have increased student
learning as their focus. Glickman (1993) found that very often the implementation of
mandates, initiatives and programs become ends in themselves, rather than the means to
improving student achievement.
It is becoming increasingly clear that mandates issued from beyond school walls
are not likely to improve student learning. In their research on school improvement
1

efforts, Joyce, Wolf and Calhoun (1993) found that significant improvements occur
only in those schools that have "student learning as the driving purpose of all activities"
(p. 6). Furthermore, Goodlad (1979), Tyler (1989) and Sinclair and Ghory (1997)
believe that school improvement occurs when those closest to the learner improve
student learning, not when well-intentioned policy makers impose mandates. It follows
then, that student learning should be at the heart of all school improvement efforts and
that solutions to student learning problems should be developed by those closest to the
learner, primarily teachers within the classroom.
The contemporary principalship has gained a visibility uncommon in earlier
times due to the increased awareness of the importance of the principal as an
"instructional leader" (Conley, 1993). A number of researchers have stated that the
principal can have a significant impact on school improvement efforts (Edmonds, 1979;
Brookover & Lezotte, 1979; Smith & Andrews, 1987; Barth, 1991; Sergiovanni, 1992;
Dufour & Eaker, 1992; Conley, 1993; Fullan, 1994; Deal & Bolman, 1994; Tyler, 1989;
Evans, 1997). Consequently, the responsibilities of principals have increased
dramatically and principals are being held accountable for school improvement efforts
(The Education Reform Act, 1993). Principals are expected to simultaneously
implement a number of mandates and initiatives developed to improve schools (Evans,
1997). A review of Principals for the 21st Century (1990), the National Association of
Elementary School Principals’ (NAESP) Proficiencies for Principals (1991), the
Massachusetts Department of Education’s Principles of Effective Administrative
Leadership (1995), and the Inter-State Leadership Licensure Consortium’s (ISLLC)
Leadership Standards (1996), reveals that the responsibilities of the contemporary
2

elementary school principal are numerous and diverse, and that skills necessary for
success or even survival are manifold.
The responsibilities of principals are often seen as falling into two historically
determined domains: managerial control and instructional leadership (Morris, Crowson,
Porter-Gehrie, & Hurwitz, 1984). The numerous and often conflicting demands of
managing the day-to-day operations of a complex organization so that it runs smoothly,
and simultaneously helping teachers improve student achievement is a daunting task for
principals (Smith & Andrews, 1989). Smith and Andrews found that most principals
spend more time managing than helping teachers improve instruction in spite of their
expressed preference for leading the instructional program.
There are a variety of conditions that determine the behavior of principals. For
example, the numerous and diverse responsibilities of principals, the realities of life in
schools, and problems associated with change create challenges for elementary school
principals (Hallinger & Murphy, 1987; Cawelti, 1984; Dwyer, 1987; Smith & Andrews,
1989; Evans, 1997). In addition, the daily activities of principals are abundant and often
contain a series of reactive interactions and fragmented events (Morris, Crowson,
Porter-Gehrie, & Hurwitz, 1984; Principal. 1995). The organizational contexts within
which principals work are also determinants of principal behavior (Smith & Andrews,
1989). For example, if schools do not schedule time for educators to work together, it is
difficult for principals to help teachers promote student learning. The values, beliefs
and dispositions of the superintendent, other school personnel, and/or the culture of the
school community can either foster or inhibit the efforts of the principal to improve
teaching and learning (Sarason, 1990). What principals personally value and believe are
3

also determinants of their behavior (Dwyer, 1987). Without a clear sense of purpose,
principals are doomed to aimlessly sail the turbulent seas of educational reform.
It is reasonable to assume that student learning increases with better teaching
and that elementary school principals cannot improve student learning alone. Since
schools are only as good as the teachers within them, ultimately, it is teachers who must
be relied upon to increase student learning (Fullan, 1996). Teachers are therefore
central figures in helping students learn (Tyler, 1989). In many cases, the preservice
skills attained by teachers do not adequately prepare them to meet the diverse needs and
characteristics of the student population and to help all students achieve at the high
levels deemed necessary for our success as a nation (Carnegie Forum, 1986; Schlechty,
1990). Just as principals are unable to improve student learning alone, teachers cannot
improve the quality of instruction without the support of the principal (National
Commission on Teaching and America’s Future, 1996). It follows then, that elementary
school principals must make helping teachers increase student learning a leadership
priority.
Elementary school principals may improve teaching and learning by helping
teachers directly and indirectly. To help teachers increase student learning indirectly, a
principal might communicate vision (Senge, 1990; Sergiovanni, 1992), provide
resources (Andrews & Smith, 1989), or create positive learning and working conditions
for both students and teachers (Sarason, 1990; Barth, 1991). To help teachers increase
student learning directly, a principal would stimulate teachers to identify learning
problems and assist them in developing and implementing solutions to problems the
school is encountering in it efforts to educate all students (Tyler, 1989).
4
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Leading efforts aimed at helping teachers improve teaching and learning tend to
be viewed in simplistic terms (Glickman, 1993). Helping teachers increase student
learning is much more than finding quick-fix solutions and taking action (Heifeitz,
1994). Mandates may serve as motivation and a rationale for change, but helping
teachers increase student learning is not simply a matter of management and control.
Principals must go beyond exerting force and managing resources, to leading and
facilitating the improvement of teaching and learning (Combs, 1992). Edmonds (1979),
Persell and Cookson and Lee (1987), Smith and Andrews (1989), Dufour and Eaker
(1992), describe the direct and indirect activities of "instructional leaders." Edmonds
(1979) found that the "instructional leadership" role that principals play as they interact
with teachers makes a profound impact on teacher behavior and student learning.
Patterson (1993), traces the conceptual shift from instructional to authentic leaders.
Authentic leaders are those that lead through the power of their ideas rather than the
power of their position. Senge (1990) and Barth (1991) view the principal as improving
student learning by developing a collaborative community where adults renew
themselves continually. Sergiovanni (1992) proposes that cultural leadership focuses on
values and beliefs as the motivating factor for improving student learning. Deal and
Peterson (1994), describe the role of the principal in helping teachers increase student
learning as providing order and efficiency and building a value-based culture by
recognizing and rewarding good work and finding a balance between management and
leadership skills. Sinclair and Ghory (1977) believe that in order to improve student
learning, it is necessary to study those particular students and the conditions that
seriously affect their learning. Tyler (1989) sees the role of principal in promoting
5

student learning as becoming directly involved in the problem solving process by
stimulating teacher teams to identify and seek solutions to student learning problems.
An increasingly shared view is that the expectations of the principalship far
exceed the time available to do the job and the capacity of most individuals (Morris,
Crowson, Porter-Gehrie, & Hurwitz, 1984, p. 183). Fullan (1994) and Evans (1997)
wonder whether the principal can effectively help teachers given their current working
conditions. Some believe that principals have lost their way and are not making the
improvement of teaching and learning a leadership priority (Shipman, 1996). Others
question whether principals have the knowledge, skills and dispositions to help teachers
increase student learning (Principals for the 21 st Century. 1990). Possibly, by
discovering the perceptions of elementary school principals regarding their role in
helping teachers increase student learning, the leadership role of the elementary school
principal will be strengthened.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the study is to examine the perceptions of elementary school
principals regarding their role in helping teachers increase student learning. First, the
study will describe the numerous, diverse and often conflicting responsibilities of the
elementary school principalship. Second, various ways elementary principals report
they are currently helping teachers improve student learning are described. Third, the
study considers work conditions that principals perceive they need to help teachers
increase student learning. Finally, recommendations for what principals may do to help

6

teachers increase student learning and future research are advanced. The following
three interrelated research questions guide this study:
1.

To what extent do elementary school principals consider helping teachers
increase student learning to be a leadership priority?

2.

What are the various ways elementary school principals report they are helping
teachers increase student learning?

3.

What work conditions do elementary school principals perceive they need to be
more effective at helping teachers increase student learning?

Definition of Terms
The following two terms are key to conducting this study.

Helping Teachers Increase Student Learning
Principals may directly and indirectly help teachers increase student learning.
To help teachers increase student learning directly, the principal would help teachers
identify learning problems that are affecting the learning of a significant number of
students and assist them in developing and implementing solutions to problems the
school is encountering in its efforts to educate all students (Tyler, 1989). Additional
examples of ways principals directly help teachers include modeling a desired
instructional practice, and providing supportive or corrective feedback (NAESP, 1991).
Examples of ways principals may indirectly help teachers improve student performance
include: communicating vision (Senge, 1990; Sergiovanni, 1992), stating expectations
for teachers and students (Dwyer, 1987; Andrews & Smith, 1989), providing on-going
7

professional development experiences that address organizational development issues as
well as the learning of individuals (Sparks, 1995), and creating positive learning and
working conditions for both students and teachers (Sarason, 1990; Barth, 1991).

Perceptions
Perceptions express a point of view. They are the personal meanings that
principals make of their experiences. Since people behave according to how things
seem to them, the perceptions of principals guide their thinking and actions (Morris,
1993; Rathus, 1993). Perceptions in this study refer to how things seem to principals;
the views they have concerning job responsibilities and priorities, the various ways they
help teachers, and the work conditions to be more effective in helping teachers increase
student learning.

Significance of the Study
The significance of the study involves the practical and theoretical importance of
the study. This study provides a snapshot of the elementary school principal that may
provide a deeper understanding of the roles, responsibilities, work conditions and
priorities of elementary school principals. The study is of value in that it shows gaps
between what elementary school principals actually do and what is necessary to help
teachers increase student learning. This study provides insights as to why elementary
school principals may be experiencing difficulties fulfilling their leadership
responsibilities and whether principals can in fact live up to their reputation as being
key to reform. When elementary school principals in this study indicate what they
8

perceive they need to more effectively help teachers improve student learning, they
provide a clearer view of what may be hindering them from helping teachers increase
student learning and what might foster their efforts. The present study is important
because it provides practical information that may assist principals in their efforts to
help teachers improve instruction and increase student learning. It suggests a variety of
ways to help teachers increase student learning and also presents an approach to
fulfilling both management and leadership responsibilities.
This study may be helpful in its potential to encourage a dialogue among
reformers and other interested parties concerning the roles, responsibilities, work
conditions and priorities of the principal. This study may help influence policy-makers
to recognize that a major leadership role of the elementary school principal is to help
teachers increase student learning. It may help parents, teachers, superintendents,
legislators and departments of education re-evaluate the roles, responsibilities and work
settings of principals and help motivate them to bring about changes so that principals
can more effectively help teachers increase student learning. In addition, this study may
be useful in helping principals, policy-makers and other interested parties form a way of
thinking about schooling that influences the organization of schools. Further, this study
may provide prospective principals with data they may use to determine whether they
are interested in pursuing this line of work.
This study also provides information that institutions of higher education may
find useful in creating principal preparation programs. It may help individuals and
organizations that provide inservice opportunities plan appropriate inservice experiences
for elementary school principals. The information in this study may also be helpful to
9

those individuals and organizations responsible for providing preservice and inservice
leadership training, not only for elementary school principals, but also for middle level
and high school principals, as well as teachers, superintendents and other educational
leaders. Finally, this study may serve as a basis for conducting further research to
determine how the elementary school principalship can be redefined so that principals
have more time to help teachers increase student learning.

Delimitations of the Study
This study has five delimitations. First, the sample population consists of
elementary school principals only. Principals from the middle level and high school
level are not included. The sample of principals selected is not based on whether the
respondents are effective principals. Therefore, the study is delimited because
elementary school respondents may not accurately represent the manner in which
effective elementary principals or effective principals at the other levels help teachers
increase student learning. A second delimitation is that the data collection instruments
are in the initial stages of development and require continued perfection before
reliability and validity are established. Hence, the data collected by the questionnaire
must be considered exploratory. Third, this study is delimited to self-reporting
techniques for collecting data. Principals may not always be able to adequately describe
examples of the various ways they help teachers increase student learning or what
changes they perceive to be necessary so that they may spend more time helping
teachers increase student learning. In addition, actual progress in student learning has
not been measured to show that there were increases that occurred as a direct result of
10

the principal helping teachers increase student learning. Therefore, the information in
this study is delimited to elementary school principals' perceptions of how well they
help teachers improve student learning. A fourth delimitation is that this study will not
include observations or interviews with other key informants within the school
community. For example, there is no attempt to determine if the perceptions of
members within the school community match the perceptions of their principal
regarding the role of the principal in helping teachers increase student learning. Fifth,
the sample of principals represents approximately 17% of those contacted and
approximately 10% of elementary school principals in Massachusetts. Therefore, the
study is delimited in that the study sample may be too small to generalize the results to
other elementary school principals.

Chapter Outline
The present study consists of five chapters. The first chapter states the problem.
Chapter 2 reviews the literature. Chapter 3 describes the research procedures. The
fourth chapter includes the analysis and findings of the data. Chapter 5 summarizes the
findings of the study, presents their implications, and offers suggestions for leadership
and future research.

Chapter 1: Statement of the Problem
This chapter introduces the study. It explains the problem that will be
investigated, describes what the researcher will do to address the problem, explains key
terms, provides reasons why the study is significant, delineates the boundaries of the
11

study, describes the design of the study, and provides a chapter summary of the research
document.

Chapter 2: Review of the Literature
The four areas reviewed include: (1) the importance of placing increased student
learning at the center of school improvement efforts, (2) the contemporary school
principal, (3) the importance of helping teachers increase student learning, and (4) the
various ways elementary school principals help teachers increase student learning.

Chapter 3: Research Procedures
This chapter describes the selection of the subjects and the data collection
process. It includes a description of how the instrument used to collect the data was
developed, tested and refined. Specific approaches to obtain the data to answer each
research question are explained.

Chapter 4: Analysis and Findings of Data
This chapter includes the analysis and findings of data obtained. It is divided
into two parts: description of sample and perceptions of principals. Tables and Figures
are used to display data generated by each research question.

Chapter 5: Summary. Implications, and Recommendations
This final chapter provides a summary of the study and its findings, includes a
discussion of the major implications of this study, suggests actions elementary school
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principals may take to help teachers increase student learning, and offers suggestions for
further research.

13

CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

This review of literature and research consists of four parts and serves as a
conceptual foundation for the present research study. First, a rationale for making the
improvement of teaching and learning the focus of school improvement efforts is
presented. Second, the numerous and diverse responsibilities, the on-the-job realities of
the contemporary elementary school principal and problems associated with improving
student learning are detailed. Third, the importance of principals making the
improvement of teaching and learning a leadership priority is presented. Fourth,
examples of the various ways elementary school principals help teachers increase
student learning are identified and explained.

The Importance of Placing Increased Student Learning at the
Center of School Improvement Efforts
The purpose of this part of the review is to present a rationale for placing
increased student learning at the heart of all school improvement efforts. First,
understanding the purpose of schools and increased expectations for the improvement of
schools and student learning are presented as a philosophical foundation for governing
practice. Second, the importance of making increased student learning the focus of all
school improvement efforts is explained. The first part of the literature and research
review concludes with a brief summary.

14

The Purpose of Schools and Increased Expectations for Improvement
There is an increased awareness that, to a large degree, the socioeconomic
success of the United States depends on the skills, knowledge and dispositions learned
in our nation’s schools, and that our schools will need to educate all students to reach a
level of functioning which, in the past, was reserved for a privileged few (Schlechty,
1990). Changes in society, international comparisons of student performance, federal
reports and state mandates, put pressure on schools to improve their capacity to meet the
needs of students in a changing world (Conley, 1993; SCANS, 1991). While the latest
round of reforms have already received the support of policymakers, legislators and
business leaders, reform movements in the past have failed to take hold (Sarason, 1990).
Most critics of education see change as a series of restructuring initiatives that can be
mandated. While their diagnoses may be accurate and their prescriptions compelling,
their approach to change reflects a lack of understanding of the change process (Fullan,
1994). Change must be accomplished by people and people tend to resist change and
mandates (Sarason, 1990; Combs, 1992). Furthermore, change initiatives must have
clarity and focus in order for school to improve (Evans, 1997).
Dewey (1938) and Goodlad (1979) have clearly stated that the purpose of
schools is to increase student learning. Combs (1992) believes that "facilitation of
learning is the primary purpose of education," (p. 35) and that schools must be peoplecentered places that essentially focus on the needs of the learner and his/her growth and
development. In Matters of Consequence (1989), Tyler reminds us that "public
education exists to help all students succeed in their learning" and that the main purpose
of education is to increase the learning of all children (p. vi). Tyler eloquently suggests
15

that there was a time when only a small percentage of children needed to learn what the
schools were expected to teach. Those who had problems with learning in school could
be gainfully employed in factories and mills. Since our economic base has shifted from
industrialization this is no longer the case and Tyler goes on to say that, Mall students
must learn what the schools are expected to teach" (p. vii). Schlechty’s view is that
schools must be places that are designed to ensure that every child will succeed and
learn how to think, problem-solve and create. Ed Bales (1996), Director of Motorola’s
School Partnership Project, states that the purpose of schools is "to develop socially
responsible, employable young people with lifelong learning skills." In The Common
Chapters of The Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks (1995),The Massachusetts
Board of Education Mission Statement states that:
... The mission of public education in Massachusetts is to provide each
and every student with the values, knowledge and skills needed to
achieve full potential in his or her personal work life and to contribute
actively to the civic and economic life of our diverse and changing
democratic society, (p. 2)
The same document contains the following quote by Jean Piaget:
The principal goal of education is to create people who are capable of
doing new things, not simply repeating what other generations have
done. People who are creative, inventive, and discoverers, who have
minds which can be critical, can verify, and not accept everything they
are offered, (p. 3)

Schools Improve When Student Learning Improves
In order for schools to improve, student learning must improve. Unless school
improvement efforts have student learning at their center, there is little hope of
improving schools (Barth, 1991; Conley, 1993; Cawelti, 1995). In The Self-Renewing
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School. Joyce, Wolf and Calhoun (1993) emphasize the centrality of student learning as
the driving purpose of all activities. They contend that student learning is the purpose
and objective of education and present a research-based, practical guide that focuses on
improving student learning. They report that in their literature review of successful
school improvement initiatives, they did not find a single instance in which student
learning was not a central goal. They also believe that unless there is a promise of
increased student learning, ’’the changes in organizational behavior and the struggle for
implementation are likely to be perceived as too stressful to be worthwhile" (p. 13).
Many school reform initiatives do not increase student learning. School reform
initiatives have often become ends in themselves rather than the means to increasing
student learning (Schmoker, 1996). Implementing shared "decision-making," "peer
coaching," "assessment," "cooperative learning," "site-based management,"
"restructuring," or other reform initiatives does not guarantee that student performance
will be improved. Glickman (1993) found that many schools determine achievement
based on whether the initiative had been implemented rather than on whether student
learning had been increased. Joyce, Wolf and Calhoun (1993) suggest that schools must
go beyond "structural" changes. They caution against adopting programs in which
implementation becomes the end rather than the means to increasing student learning
and recommend the selection of only those curricular and instructional changes that are
likely to increase student learning. Conley, in Roadmap to Restructuring (1993), states
that:
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Far too often, the emphasis on improved student learning becomes
obscured when schools define restructuring as changes that focus on or
result in enhanced working conditions for adults. While the needs of
adults should not be overlooked, it is important to remember that any
change that fails to result in improved student learning doesn’t ultimately
affect the fundamental purpose of schooling...many of the ideas for
school restructuring being considered currently are unlikely to have
much impact on the lives of students unless they are explicitly linked
with other activities more closely related to student learning, (p. 9)
In "The Road to Classroom Change," Guskey and Peterson (1996) write that,
Although this attempt to decentralize authority and involve teachers,
parents, and students in decision making is intended to further student
learning, evidence linking it to improvements in student outcomes is
scant, (p. 12)
To address this problem they suggest that schools begin with a clear mission that
focuses on student learning. In "What Helps Students Learn?," Wang, Haertel and
Walberg (1994) conclude from their study of influences on student learning that "Unless
reorganization and restructuring strongly affect the direct determinants of learning, they
offer little hope of substantial improvement" (p. 76).
Tyler (1989) cautions us about mandates. He believes that school improvement
must come from within the school. Tyler stresses that school improvement occurs at the
local level when those closest to the learner focus on improving the learning of all
students who are having difficulty (p. 5). Tyler states that each school is unique, has a
unique set of problems and that there is no "single serious problem to be found in all
schools" (p. 63). He concludes that since there is no single problem common to all
students and all schools, there can be no single solution that will improve the learning of
all students. Improving student learning requires teachers and principals to seek
solutions to student learning problems unique to the school. Furthermore, he believes
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that mandates for change from beyond the school walls give the impression of change
without necessarily improving student learning. DuFour and Eaker (1992) report that a
study of change efforts in schools across the nation conducted by the Rand Corporation
reinforced the belief that the best hope for school reform lies in improving student
learning "one building at a time" (p. 20).

Summary
There is an increased awareness that improved student performance is critical to
the economic and political future of our nation. Consequently, increased expectations
for schools and student learning are driving school improvement efforts. Numerous
mandates from afar have been issued to improve schools. In all likelihood, mandates
will not improve student achievement. Schools improve when increasing student
learning is the focus of all school improvement efforts and solutions are developed at
the local level by those closest to the learner.

The Contemporary Elementary School Principal
The purpose of this part of the literature and research review is to explore the
responsibilities and current work conditions of elementary school principals in today’s
schools. First, the principal as key to helping improve teaching and learning and the
increasing demands for accountability are explained. Second, the numerous and diverse
responsibilities of principals listed in "proficiencies" documents, and mandated
"Principles of Effective Administrative Leadership" are presented. Next, the contexts
that shape the work-life of elementary school principals; and the often conflicting
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responsibilities of (a) managing a school so that it runs smoothly; and simultaneously,
(b) leading school improvement efforts by helping teachers increase student learning are
described. Additionally, the discrepancies between how principals would ideally like to
spend their time and the realities of current practice, and the knowledge, skills, and
dispositions of principals are described.

The Principal is Key to School Improvement
A synthesis of the literature on the principalship clearly establishes that the
principal is central to the goal of improving teaching and learning and that the behavior
of the principal can have a significant impact on school improvement efforts (Smith &
Andrews, 1989; Tyler, 1992; Sergiovanni, 1992; Dufour & Eaker, 1992; Fullan, 1994).
According to Conley (1993), efforts to improve teacher quality can not be successful
without the support of principals. Based on his "Effective Schools" research Edmonds
(1979), identified the principal as the person positioned to guide and improve
instructional programs. In The Human Side of School Change: Reform. Resistance and
the Real-life Problems of Innovation (1997), Evans summarizes the research on the
principals’s role:
Principals are widely seen as indispensable to innovation. No reform
effort, however worthy, survives a principals indifference or opposition.
He is the leader closest to the action, the operational chief of the unit that
must accomplish the change. His effort legitimizes the effort giving it an
official imprimatur that carries symbolic weight and confirms that staff
should take it seriously. And he is often best suited to secure the whole
array of supports, from material to the spiritual, that implementation
demands, (p. 201)
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Increased Demands for Accountability: Decreased Autonomy
The perceived failure of our public schools has resulted in an overloaded
improvement agenda. An increased awareness of the importance of the principal to all
change efforts, coupled with research that consistently points to the individual school as
the focus of change and improvement (Goodlad, 1979; Tyler, 1989; Sarason, 1990;
Sinclair & Ghory, 1997), has increased the pressure on principals to improve schools.
The expectation is that the principal will lead the simultaneous implementation of an
ever increasing number of initiatives and mandates (Evans, 1997). The responsibilities
of elementary school principals have become much more challenging, numerous and
diverse, and many principals ’’worry about ending up in the position of a manager of a
baseball team that is losing; in most cases, the manager goes and the players stay"
(Conley, 1993, p. 83). In Massachusetts, principals are held personally accountable for
improving student achievement and have reason for concern. Since the passage of The
Education Reform Act of 1993. principals have been deprived of their collective
bargaining rights and can be terminated for good cause within 30 days. Furthermore,
principals who lead schools determined to be underperforming according to statewide
achievement tests run the risk of losing their license to practice. According to the
Boston Globe (1996), as part of a major overhaul of the school system, Boston
principals are undergoing an intensive performance review. Principals are required to
write a 500-word essay describing their vision for their schools. District officials will
also review test scores and attendance, visit schools with business leaders, and discuss
principals’ performance with parents, school staff, and community members.
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Nation-wide, numerous mandates have been handed down and principals are
being held responsible for improving schools (Conley, 1993). Over the years mandates
have had little effect on the improvement of schools (Sarason, 1990). Nevertheless,
principals continue to be bombarded with solutions imposed from afar and from within
the district (Combs, 1992). State-wide testing, site-based management and changes in
governance are examples of mandates that have been proposed by both federal and state
agencies. However, a recent study of state-wide testing in two states found that new
testing mandates caused action at local levels that created conditions adverse to reform:
.coping with the pressure to attain satisfactory results in high-stakes
tests caused educators to develop a "crisis mentality" in their approach,
in that they jumped quickly into "solutions" to address a specific issue.
They narrowed the range of instructional strategies from which they
selected means to instruct their students; they narrowed the content of the
material they chose to present students; and they narrowed the range of
course offerings available to students. (Corbett & Wilson, 1990, p. 207)
In addition, the practice of transferring decisions to the school site is by no means
widespread (Principals for the 21st Century, 1990). For example, 72 percent of the
principals who participated in NAESP’s The K-8 Principal in 1988 survey, reported that
they have discretionary control over less than 20 percent of their budget. Twenty
percent said they have no discretionary control over their budget. While nearly 96
percent of principals are responsible for supervising their teachers, only about 37
percent have primary authority for hiring them. At a time when principals are being
required to assume more responsibility for improving schools, principals appear to have
less authority (Evans, 1997).
Evans notes that as the demands of school life increase, experts keep enlarging
the catalog of management and leadership techniques. Consequently, more leaders take
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more training seminars on techniques in order to keep up with new tasks. Evans sees
treating leadership as mainly a matter of technique as problematic. While he
acknowledges that expertise is important, the overemphasis on the technical aspects of
leadership cause principals to assume that with enough technique they will be able to
get teachers to implement any type of change, regardless of the difficulty. In brief,
increased demands for accountability has created the perceived need in principals to
learn the latest school improvement techniques. However, the efforts of principals to
learn the latest techniques as a means of responding to mandates may not result in
increased student learning.

The Numerous and Diverse Responsibilities of Principals
The call for school improvement has struck a responsive chord. As a result of
increased expectations for schools and a growing awareness of the importance of the
principal in leading school improvement efforts, renewed attention has been given to the
principalship. Consequently, the roles, responsibilities and expectations for principals
have progressively increased. In 1989, according to Smith and Andrews, 51 percent of
principals reported that their building-level responsibilities increased during the past 5
years.
An overview of the numerous and diverse responsibilities of the principalship
are described in a number of documents. In 1991, The National Association for
Elementary Principals (NAESP) revised and released their Proficiencies for Principals
in which they outlined the proficiencies necessary, based on their research, to run an
effective elementary school. They divided the more than one-hundred (100)
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proficiencies into three broad categories: Leadership Proficiencies; Supervisory
Proficiencies; and Management/Administrative Proficiencies.
"Leadership Proficiencies" include communicating: both a sense of common
purpose, and teaching and learning expectations; and involving both staff and
community using group process skills. "Supervisory Proficiencies" include creating
learning conditions in which both teachers and students can experience success, and
utilizing data that helps determine whether goals and objectives are being met.
"Administrative Proficiencies" include organizational management and fiscal
management based on program goals and objectives, and political management that
reflects an understanding of the dynamics of local, state and national political pressures.
In Massachusetts, as a result of the Education Reform Act of 1993, in July 1995,
The Massachusetts Department of Education released Principles of Effective Teaching
and Effective Administrative Leadership in which indicators and their accompanying
descriptors for leadership are described. The principles are organized into six broad
categories followed by a description of the responsibilities. A review of Principles of
Effective Administrative Leadership with its voluminous indicators and descriptors
reveals the diverse responsibilities of the principalship. The close to one hundred (100)
descriptors or indicators describing the accompanying responsibilities, have been
omitted for the sake of brevity. The six broad categories are outlined below.
1.

Effective Instructional Leadership-The effective administrator works with others
to create learning environments that address the needs of students.
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2.

Effective Organizational Leader ship-The, effective administrator creates a selfrenewing organizational environment that consistently focuses on enabling all
students to achieve at high levels.

3.

Effective Administration and Management-Thz effective administrator acts

j

within legal and ethical guidelines to accomplish educational purposes and
improve student learning.
4.

Fulfillment of Professional Responsibilities-The effective administrator models
professional behaviors that contribute to addressing the needs of students.

5.

Effective Relationships with the Community-The effective administrator interacts
with the community responsibly to address the needs of children.

6.

Promotion of Equity and Appreciation of Diversity-The effective administrator
strives to ensure equity for all students and values diversity in the school
environment.
A review of documents designed to set standards for principals reveals a greater

emphasis on the changing role of the principal. In Charting the Course: the Common
Chapters of the Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks (1996), the expectations for
principals outlined have increased the very nature of their work and the manner in
which they are expected to implement a number of reform initiatives. Principals are
expected to have a thorough knowledge of curriculum and instruction and are held
accountable for their impact on student learning. As the influence of family and other
social institutions have lessened, increasing numbers of students are coming to school
with fewer academic and social skills. Consequently, schools are being asked to take on
additional responsibilities that were once beyond their scope (Conley, 1993). In
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previous decades, for example, meeting the diverse characteristics and needs of students
was largely ignored. Today, in order to meet the needs of all students so that they learn
at high levels, principals must be more skilled than ever before. According to the
Common Chapters, principals must reflect on teaching and learning needs, set
expectations, collaboratively develop visions for their schools, do strategic planning,
and communicate goals for their schools to the school community. They must not only
be able to help improve student achievement, but they must also respond to the needs of
all stakeholders, include them in the decision-making process and empower them to
take action. The expectations in implementing the "Curriculum Frameworks" is that
principals will:
•

.. .recruit parents to be involved in implementing the
Frameworks by encouraging them to join teacher-parent
committees, and gain membership on the school council;

•

keep parents regularly informed about the Frameworks
implementation and restructuring initiatives, and how they will
benefit students and parents;

•

provide staff with regular planning time and professional development
time for team and committee meetings;

•

promote a school culture of experimentation and action research
by encouraging staff to try new instructional and assessment
ideas in the classroom that are based on informed dialogue and
discourse;

•

maintain a constant focus on improving student learning;
26

•

increase faculty decision-making control, and foster collegiality
and collaboration as valued practices in the school;

•

publicly recognize the contributions of faculty, students, and
parents to implementing the curriculum frameworks and
improving student learning.

According to the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLLC),
helping teachers increase student learning is a major leadership responsibility (ISLLC
1996). The issue of what is important for principals to know and be able to do has been
addressed in a recently released standards document. In an attempt to improve the
quality of school leadership and end the confusion as to what principals should focus
on, the ISLLC, consisting of eleven professional associations from twenty four states,
developed Draft Standards for School Leaders. The full draft, released for comment in
March of 1996, includes more than one hundred indicators that describe the knowledge,
dispositions and performances needed to meet the standards. The significance of this
document should not be underestimated since there is every reason to believe that a
minimally revised version of these standards may become the leadership standards for
principals across the nation. The Standards for School Leaders describes a deep
knowledge of teaching and learning as the '’heart and soul" of effective school
leadership.
The "New Draft Standards" focus on the principal helping teachers increase
student learning. The standards describe a knowledge of teaching and learning as
central to increasing student achievement. According to Neil J. Shipman, Director of
the School Leaders Standards Project,
27

We did that by design...For years, principals and other school leaders
were encouraged to be managers. As a consequence, sometimes, we lost
sight of our main reason for being, and that was to guide and improve
instructional programs in the schools...Through the use of these
standards, we want to refocus school leadership in that direction...The
' perception is that principals are managers only, but truly effective leaders
are involved in instructional matters. (Education Week. Sept 4, 1996, p.
5)
Of the six standards, only one focuses on such management issues as overseeing school
facilities and budgeting. The New Draft Standards define a school administrator as an
educational leader who promotes the success of students by:
•

Facilitating the development, articulation, implementation, and
stewardship of a vision of learning that is shared and supported
by the school community.

•

Advocating, nurturing, and sustaining a school culture and
instructional.

•

program conducive to student learning and staff professional
growth.

•

Ensuring management of the organization, operations, and
resources for a safe, efficient, and effective learning environment.

•

Collaborating with families and community members, responding
to diverse community interests and needs, and mobilizing
community resources.

•

Acting with integrity, fairness, and in an ethical manner.

•

Understanding, responding to, and influencing the larger
political, social, economic, legal, and cultural context.
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The Contexts Within Which Principals Work
Conflicting Agendas. According to a recent poll conducted by the National
Association of Elementary School Principals (NAESP,1997), elementary school
principals and the public have different concerns. While charter schools, vouchers, and
school choice have dominated headlines lately, major obstacles confronting educators
include motivating students (97%), involving parents in their children’s schoolwork,
"accommodating—and paying for—increasing numbers of special education children
(93%)" and keeping pace personally as well as helping their staffs keep up to date with
education technology (93%). While "keeping schools safe for students and staff' (86%)
and "handling discipline and violence problems with students" (85%) were considered
important, these issues, according to Sam Sava, Executive Director of NAESP, did not
seem to be as important for principals as
... having the time in school for the staff to accept additional social
responsibilities that once belonged in the home, while at the same time
focusing on the academic need of students, (p. 4)
In spite of the abundance of documents outlining proficiencies or competencies
for principals, such as certification standards and central office directives outlining job
expectations, there is little consensus as to the role of the principal, and confusion as to
leadership priorities continues to abound. It is interesting to note that an ERIC search
conducted in the Spring of 1996 found many articles on the role of the principal as
manager, administrator and instructional leader, but only two articles on the role of the
principal in increasing/ improving student learning and promoting student learning. The
role of the principal as "helping teachers" within the context of improving student
learning was not found. In the February, 1984 issue of Educational Leadership,
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Calwelti reports that the range of roles of the principalship has created confusion and a
lack of clarity as to the role of the principal. He suggests that the instructional
leadership role should be more clearly defined so that administrators clearly understand
what is expected of them. In the September 1997 issue of Educational Leadership.
Hallinger and Murphy suggest that principals are unlikely to focus on improving
teaching and learning unless district decision makers "reduce the barriers that keep
principals from performing their instructional leadership role" (p. 55). They state that
given the numerous and diverse roles and responsibilities of the principalship, as well as
the sense of urgency among principals to implement the plethora of mandates and
suggested reform initiatives, it is often difficult for principals to make instructional
leadership a priority. Additional barriers included, cultural norms, district office
expectations, and the principal’s lack of knowledge of curriculum and instruction. As a
result, they found that principals often do not focus their activities on helping teachers
increase student learning.

The Work-Life of Elementary School Principals: "Got a Minute?"
The day to day routine of many principals is often a series of unfocused
activities, reactive interactions and fragmented events (Morris, Crowson, Porter-Gehrie,
& Hurwich, 1984). In the November 1995 issue of Principal, in an article entitled "The
Principal’s Day", eight elementary school principals representing urban, suburban and
rural schools with student populations ranging from 900 at an inner city school to 20 at
a one room school, were asked to describe what a "typical" day was like for each of

30

n
0

them. They were asked to provide, in their own words, a composite picture of daily
events, both good and bad.
The activities of one K-5 suburban principal during a typical day included
visiting classrooms to work with children, meeting with a special education parent, a
mandated teacher evaluation classroom visit,
... getting information at a district meeting on what’s happening with
the budget, what’s expected of School Improvement Plan reports, what
we’re doing about teacher reassignments and transfer requests, (p. 12)
working with teams of teachers. Responsibilities at the end of the instructional day
possibly included a parent meeting or two or a faculty meeting, talking to late stayers
who stop by to talk or ask questions, and attending an evening PTA or school council
meeting. A rural principal reported greeting parents at a bus stop, making home visits,
finding substitutes for absent teachers, dropping in on the student breakfast program,
meeting with teachers, supervising the lunch room, visiting classrooms, supervising the
departure of buses and remaining for an "hour or two to meet with teachers and parents
and return phone calls" (p. 13). This principal, in addition to her responsibilities as a
principal is also the district’s coordinator for both curriculum and staff development.
One urban principal described most of his morning as being filled
... with the administrative trivia that goes with being a principal: forms
from the central office, meetings, appointments, classroom visits, more
meetings, budget preparation, interviews, and still more meetings, (p.
13)
The afternoon is spent supervising the cafeteria and interacting with students, and
visiting classrooms. If there is not an after school meeting or parent conference, time is
spent on "reflecting on the previous few hours to look for solutions to problems and
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develop strategies to confront situations that I know will be waiting the next day" (p.
14). Another suburban K-5 principal begins her day at 5:45 telephoning in search of
substitute teachers, greeting a newly registered student, leading the Pledge of Allegiance
over the intercom, returning a call to a parent about a bus problem, meeting with the
superintendent prior to a school board meeting, and observing teachers at work. After
school activities include attending an IEP meeting, conferencing with teachers,
"composing letters, filling out maintenance work orders, reading short professional
articles," (p. 15), or attending night meetings.
The day of an urban grade 3-5 principal begins in much the same way as the
others. However, two unscheduled events, one a meeting with the PTA co-presidents
about an urgent matter "that can’t wait" and the other, convincing an emotionally
disturbed boy to leave the classroom and return to the office to discuss an incident,
calling the parents who finally begrudgingly agree to pickup their child "when they can"
and filling out the necessary paperwork, occupies one hour and 20 minutes. Keeping an
eye on the still agitated child takes another 40 minutes before his parents come.
Formally observing a teacher’s lesson and then "polishing" up the draft of the
observation report, giving it to the secretary to type and then supervising the cafeteria
for the next two hours while reading mail and completing other paperwork, observing a
teacher, writing up the report, returning phone calls to district office supervisors,
colleagues, and parents after dismissal and meeting with the school psychologist about
several children and handling numerous other teachers fill the rest of the day. "Got a
minute?" requests, complete the day. This principal dreads spending time on discipline,
and the reports and curriculum guides that he had hoped to work on during the day are
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increasingly taken to be worked on at home when he doesn’t have an evening meeting
which average about one a week.
In addition to reporting on current issues in education, a survey developed by
NAESP (1996), polled principals about their professional lives. The findings include:
•

Nine percent (9%) of principals work a 40 hour week (48% work
50-59 hours, 31% work 60-69 hours.

•

Eighty-nine percent (89%) report that day to day stress on the job
has increased over the past 10 years.

•

Seventy percent (70%) say their salaries have not kept up with
inflation.

•

Seventy percent (70%) say given the chance to change
professions, they would choose to be a school principal again.

Evans (1997) contends that as principals increased their productivity due to learning
time management, their workloads expanded. As a result, principals are working harder
and longer. He goes on to explain that to keep up many have tried to work "smarter" by
enhancing their skills through the nonstop pursuit of workshops and seminars. The
"increase in coursework has failed to keep pace with, let alone solve, the pressures and
complexities of leading schools" (p. 3). He suggests that principals already know more
than ever about leadership and that attending workshops designed to help principals
develop a variety of "leadership styles" they can apply to different people in different
situations creates an unnecessary burden for principals. He believes that even if one
could apply leadership styles seamlessly, doing so causes changes in style, and since
most people expect consistency, changes in style usually arouses suspicion, which in
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turn, creates distrust. Evans believes that an over-reliance on management and/or
leadership models imported from business creates problems, since they are often
implemented without modification so that they fit the unique characteristics of the
school. Furthermore, many of these corporate management/leadership models are
adopted in schools when business has already rejected them as limited and have moved
on to a new management model panacea. To make matters worse, the form of the
innovation is often adopted without regard to substance, or the implementation of the
model becomes the end itself. For example, the process of implementing site-based
management becomes the end rather than the means to improving student learning.
Furthermore, according to Evans, it has raised expectations of reformers who continue
to prescribe and mandate what leaders need and at the same time has led to the
frustration of principals who believe that taking courses will provide solutions to the
problems they face in leading change efforts. In brief, the perceived need to learn the
latest corporate management/leadership model adds to principals’ already expanded
work-load and may not result in improved student learning.
In an article in the Developer entitled, "Neglect on the Homefront?: A Study of
School Administrators’ Family Relations" (1996), Bruckner found that administrators
generally spend from half to all of their weekday evenings on various professional
responsibilities. Seventy-four percent (74%) indicated that these responsibilities had a
negative effect on their relationship with their spouses and sixty-eight percent (68%)
indicated that work demands had a negative effect on their children. Bruckner
concludes that school districts and professional organizations need to acknowledge that
stresses on administrators are real and significant and that they need to be addressed.
34

"We cannot continue to preach family values while we simultaneously pull
administrators farther from their families" (p. 8).
Schools As Organizations. In a research study to determine factors contributing
to the effectiveness of principals which involved over one thousand principals, Smith
and Andrews (1989) found three general barriers prevent principals from performing as
an instructional leader. They cited weaknesses in the organizational context of schools,
such as a lack of support staff and too little time in the day, as obstacles to helping
teachers increase student learning. A second obstacle involved a set of building and
district professional norms in which the principal was given too little authority to run
the building. Examples included a superintendent who was not supportive of decisions
made by the principal, and the interference of teacher unions. A third inhibitor was the
disjuncture between the principal’s skills and the district’s expectations. For example,
in many cases, the university trained principals to be building managers but the district
expected them to be instructional leaders. In Roadmap to Restructuring: Policies.
Practices and the Emerging Visions of Schooling (1993), Conley reports that principals
often have difficulty reconciling the concept of empowerment with their view of
leadership since they were selected for their management ability and continue to be
rewarded for running well managed, efficiently operated schools. Asking teachers to
change is a difficult task for principals. Change often requires one to alter their
personality. This is a tall order to ask of anyone, especially if they feel they are
currently doing a good job.
In the February, 1992 issue of Educational Leadership. Liebowitz contends that
it is difficult for managers who are involved with bureaucratic roles, and preoccupied
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with status, power, roles and procedures to do things differently, especially when they
may be skilled at using a more hierarchical model that relies on a "do as I say"
approach. According to Patterson (1993), in Leadership For Tomorrow’s Schools,
leaders must be able to help teachers improve student performance without exerting
force or threat. Patterson states that since leadership skills provided in preservice course
work are often in sharp contrast to the skills necessary to help teachers, many principals
are more comfortable with the administrative aspects of being principal and less
confident in their leadership responsibilities. Fullan (1992) agrees with Patterson, and
laments the poor preparation of administrators in managing the process of change and in
understanding their roles as leaders and implementors of change. Evans (1997)
provides further explanation. He believes that principals are untrained for leading
change and are prepared as maintainers rather than risk takers. As middle managers he
believes that their success requires maintaining positive relationships with their
superiors and staff, and as a result, they have little to gain by challenging people too
sharply. Consequently, when they are asked to lead projects that they do not "own," or
when they are required to change their own roles and become active in areas in which
they that have been previously unsuccessful, they are likely to be ambivalent about
leading change efforts.
Other barriers that may inhibit elementary school principals from helping
teachers increase student learning include the ability of schools to fund, implement and
support the many changes demanded. According to Evans (1997), principals are
constantly caught between requests for resources and the realities of supply. He reports
that principals’ requests for the necessary resources, i.e., personnel, materials,
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equipment, space and time to support improved student performance, often exceed what
is available, due to the overloaded improvement agenda, more challenging "customers"
and the nature or complexity of the innovation. In Time for Reform, a study done by
RAND (1992), Purnell and Hill state that helping teachers increase student learning
requires that teacher teams have opportunities to collaborate with the principal and other
teachers in matters of instruction, curriculum development and governance of the
school. They go on to report that a lack of time for teachers to meet with colleagues to
work together or to receive training in a variety of growth producing experiences was
problematic for principals, as was sustaining the long term requirements for change in
general.
In The Human Side of School Change, based on his work in public schools over
the past twenty years, Evans (1997) found that in many instances the readiness of
faculty to change practice outstrips their ability to implement change. In addition,
Evans reports that largely veteran staffs are subject to de-motivation and leveling off
due to midlife concerns (mortality, family) and midcareer concerns (opportunity,
recognition). He stresses that as demands for improvement increase and public
tolerance diminishes for any shortcomings whatsoever, the task of "making new schools
with older teachers" who tend to be tired, skeptical and resistant, "complicates the life of
leaders" lives in ways outsiders can barely imagine and rarely acknowledge" (p. 2).
Consequently, while principals may wish to lead school improvement efforts, they often
respond to other issues in order to avoid disappointing other constituencies with an
agenda contrary to theirs.
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Evans goes on to say that the. calls for reform and intense attacks on schools
have resulted in a restructuring agenda in which schools find themselves in five or six
concurrent projects (ex., curriculum revision; cooperative learning; authentic
assessment; site-based management; inclusion; technology, etc.) that compete with one
another for staff time and district funds. Since the rising tide of expectations outstrips
the growth of budgets and the readiness of older teachers to make new schools, the
passive and active resistance of teachers "complicates leaders’ lives in ways outsiders
can barely imagine and rarely acknowledge" (p. 2). In recent years, the pronounced
shift from respecting leadership to challenging authority has made the imperative to
innovate less attractive and left school leaders vulnerable to criticism and lack of
support. Blumberg and Greenfield (1980) documented the tendency of principals to feel
a sense of powerlessness in terms of their ability to exert influence on the larger system.
As a result, in their view, principals retreat into a mode of "surviving" and/or
"maintaining" so that things run smoothly.
The culture of the school as the source of resistance to change has been well
documented. In schools where there is resistance to change, the beliefs of educators and
organizational structures are often antithetical to change. In School Culture and The
Problem of Change. Sarason (1992) acknowledges that reform often calls for making
challenging and painful changes in values and beliefs long held by teachers, parents and
community members regarding curriculum and instructional practice. He also identifies
the efforts of teachers to resist change efforts by mobilizing colleagues and parents
against the proposed change as a problem for principals. In Change Forces, Fullan
(1994) also sees intransigence, entrenchment, fearfulness, reluctance to buy in,
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complacency, unwillingness to alter,behaviors, and failure to recognize the need for
change as major concerns of principals. Change efforts in which educators are "done
to" rather than with, and experiences in which prior knowledge and experience are
disrespected are not likely to be well received.
Evans (1997) sees resistance as inevitable, understandable, normal, routine and a
crucial part of coping. He argues that asking people to change often means abandoning
a culture that was built to preserve stability and giving up beliefs and practices to which
they have become attached. As a result, people may experience a sense of loss. In
addition, when people are asked to change, their existing skills are often devalued and
proficiency is redefined. As a result, a sense of control and self-esteem are threatened
and people feel incompetent. Since the old structure is in flux, many people also
become confused. Furthermore, when resources are in short supply some people win
and some lose and, consequently, new wounds are opened and old wounds reopened.
Given the resultant feelings of loss, incompetence, confusion and conflict, it is easy to
see why resistance occurs when change is proposed.

The Knowledge. Skill and Dispositions of Principals
In Improving Schools From Within (1991), Roland Barth notes that since there
are many demands on principals and time is precious, the professional development of
leaders often takes a back seat. Barth stresses the importance of supporting and
sustaining the professional growth of principals. He believes that the more the
principal learns, the better the principal performs. The better the principal performs, the
better teachers and students will perform. According to Barth, principals are often
39

reluctant learners because attending workshops and conferences rather than answering
phone calls, observing teachers, and taking care of other responsibilities make it
difficult for principals to spend time out of the building learning. The notion that
principals are public servants who are expected to serve, rather than be served, also
inhibits the learning of principals. Furthermore, schools are usually underfunded, and
since the purpose of schools is to improve student learning, taking money from the
school budget to attend professional development opportunities for principals is often
viewed as taking bread from the mouth of babes. Another obstacle to viewing the
principal as learner is that since the principal is expected to know everything about the
teaching profession, to engage in learning, is to openly admit that the principal does not
have all the answers. Finally, learning something new means additional work for
principals since will they will probably want to implement their new knowledge. Some
principals may hesitate to attend professional development opportunities in the fear that
to do so will further deplete their time and energy. Barth stresses the importance of
principals taking responsibility for their own learning. He argues that when the leader’s
learning is sustained and visible, the leader sends the powerful message that continuous
learning is important and that the leader is the head learner in a community of learners.
He concludes that there is no better way for a principal to create a community of
learners than by engaging in and modeling learning.
In The Principal’s Companion: Strategies and Hints to Make the Job Easier
(1995) Pam Robbins and Harvey Alvy write:
A critical learning for leadership is acknowledging that there will always
be a need to learn more. One of the most essential behaviors a principal
can model is a devotion to lifelong learning and a willingness to dialogue
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with members of the learning organization about how new learning
reshapes existing knowledge, (p. 91)
Principals can "talk their talk" by keeping a journal that promotes reflection and
documents learning, sharing information from professional articles and books in
conversation with colleagues, focusing on continuous improvement through interaction
with staff, students and parents to understand perspectives, encouraging and involving
themselves in collaborative action research projects, and attend professional
development opportunities. Robbins and Alvy argue that principals have to take the
initiative and work on their own professional development. They conclude that
principals who nurture their own growth are able to enhance their ability to serve and
help others grow.
Evans (1997) found that many principals did not recognize their own traits (ex.,
resistance to change, an unwillingness to alter behaviors, the inability to realize the need
for change, etc.) as problematic. Instead, he found that principals were more likely to
seek "external" changes (i.e., changes external to themselves) that would help them do
better what they have done in the past, rather than focus on their shortcomings. Dennis
Sparks (1997) suggests that when leaders complain about resistance and teachers
resisting change, they are essentially relieving themselves of their responsibility to bring
about change by convincing themselves that there is nothing they can do if teachers
refuse to change. In "Explaining Away Your Failed Efforts," Sarason addresses the
issue of self-scrutiny:
Let’s face it: Serious self-scrutiny has not been one of our noble
characteristics. We are far more aware of what we want to change in
others than we are of how we need to change. Salvation for our
educational ills is only secondarily "out there." Primarily it will have to
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come from within an educational community willing to say we have met
the enemy and the enemy is us. (p. 48)
In the view of many observers, principals’ dissatisfaction is broad, deep and
closer to passive resignation than to active indignation. Evans (1997) reports that many
principals are dejected and commonly report a sense of discontent, a feeling of being
underappreciated, overworked, and demeaned as professionals. They feel little trust
from teachers, district administrators or the public. They feel powerless to effect change
and frustrated at the never-ending paperwork demands. In spite of increased attendance
at workshops and improved technical skills, principals have not been able to keep pace,
let alone lead school improvement efforts. As a result, many educators are experiencing
chronic organizational stress.

Managing vs. Leading: Conflicting Responsibilities?
In Principals In Action. Morris, Crowson, Porter-Gehrie and Hurwitz (1984)
describe the responsibilities of principals as often being thought of in two fundamental
domains: Management/Administration and Leadership. They go on to state that the
responsibilities associated with each domain often compete for the principal’s time and
that management is often denigrated and leadership venerated.

In Leaders: The

Strategies for Taking Charge. Bennis and Nanus (1985), note that, "managers do things
right; leaders do the right things" (p. 73). In The Human Side of Change, Evans (1997)
states that "management is making the bells ring on time ... Leadership is high level
conceptualization, creating mission and designing strategy" (p. 47)
Management/Administration, according to NAESP’s Proficiencies for Principals
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(1991), involves those activities in which the principal engages to maintain the current
operations of the school. The document describes elementary school principals’ day-today management/ administrative responsibilities as managing: the school plant, student
services and records, personnel, and the various programs that support instruction. In
addition to exercising judicious management of district funds in accordance with school
district policies and legal requirements, responsibilities described include being able to
clearly articulate the school’s present and future needs and find new resources by
developing grant proposals and establishing school/business partnerships. To quote
NAESP’s Proficiencies for Principals:
Principals today function in an arena that extends far beyond the school
and community. They must keep abreast of the communityOs priorities
and values, as well as the implications of local, state and national
political decisions and their implications, and reach out to the community
to gain support for the school. In providing a safe and caring school in
which all students can learn, principals are expected to apply principles
of school law as they relate to due process procedures in dealing with
disciplinary and dismissal cases of both students and teachers, (p. 8)
On the other hand, principals are also expected to lead activities that improve
student learning. According to the National Association of Elementary School
Principals (1991), leadership involves those activities that the principal must do to
improve the learning of all children. In Proficiencies for Principals, principals are
expected to lead the way to creating a learning environment in which all students can
learn and achieve at high levels. The document describes principals as being
responsible for monitoring student progress and helping teachers eliminate conditions
that impede student learning. In doing so, they are expected to be an instructional
leader who is knowledgeable and able to apply principles of teaching and learning for
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both children and adults. Leadership responsibilities listed also include: monitoring the
daily operation of the school to assess whether established program goals and objectives
are being met; gathering information, in collaboration with staff, that helps determine
which programs should be continued, modified or dropped; providing feedback in a way
that promotes the individual growth of staff members as well as the organization as a
whole; providing support and professional development opportunities; collaboratively
developing individual professional growth plans designed to improve teacher
performance and organizational development; and terminating those who have not
shown growth.
In Massachusetts, the Department of Education expects principals to be
responsible for collaboratively developing a school improvement plan and for initiating
constructive change that results in improved student learning. An important leadership
responsibility of principals according to Tyler (1989), is to involve staff, parents,
students, and community in the accomplishment of the school’s mission. Leadership
responsibilities include keeping the public informed of events that may occur
unexpectedly, and communicating the school’s philosophy, its core values, its goals, its
needs, and what progress it is making.
Many school administrators attempt to resolve the dilemma of managing or
leading by subscribing to one and ignoring the other. It is a rare administrator who can
avoid management altogether and focus exclusively on leadership. All principals have
to deal with the logistics of running a school and bureaucratic politics. As Evans (1997)
has said:
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...we must revise the fashionable yet invidious distinction between
leadership and management. They complement each other. Both are
crucial to successful organizational function. Good management, in
other words, is vital not only to maintaining a strong school but also to
improving it. (p. 176)
Dwyer (1984) reported that principals were able to link their routine day to day
activities to their overarching goals and expectations for students and that it was not
necessary for principals to make either-or decisions. In their study, Smith and Andrews
(1989) noted that management functions are important in that they provide a foundation
for the operation of the instructional program. They found that effective instructional
leaders did not divert time away from building management functions. Instead, in order
to perform instructional leadership functions such as improving teaching and learning,
effective principals spent less time on student-related services and activities, such as
discipline. In Creating The New American School: A Principal’s Guide to School
Improvement (1992), DuFour and Eaker conclude that principals must be both leaders
and managers. As managers, they state that principals must work to create and maintain
a school climate that is safe, productive and satisfying. As leaders, they contend that
principals must promote and protect the values of the school, empower teachers and
monitor and evaluate instructional effectiveness.
In Leadership: Examining the Elusive. Sergiovanni (1987) reminds us that
technical and management conceptions have their place and remain important, but that
they should not replace "cultural leadership." Highly structured management systems
which emphasize leadership style and behavior cause the principal as
manager/administrator, to spend their time prescribing, scheduling, and checking.
Managing by control, according to Sergiovanni, is characterized by tight alignment
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between goals and curriculum, curriculum and teaching, teaching and testing.
Managing by control is guided by the assumption that if one monitors the system with
structured and standardized supervision and evaluation, then one can presumably
guarantee quality. Highly structured management systems which emphasize leadership
style and behavior, principals as manager/administrator, spend their time prescribing,
scheduling, and checking. Cultural leadership, on the other hand, focuses on values and
beliefs as the motivating factors for improving student learning. Schools with cultural
leadership, he contends, are both tightly and loosely structured. They are tight with
respect to basic values and a sense of mission. Principals see to it that values are
embodied in teachers decisions and actions and hold teachers accountable for shared
values and commitments. They are loose in that they allow teachers wide discretion as
to how they go about they work. Sergiovanni contends that successful leaders provide a
management system of quality control to avoid problems and to obtain legitimacy
(p.l 17). On the surface they seem to be "running a tight ship" but when it comes to
ensuring that teaching is at it’s best and the school is running as best as it can, they use a
loose structure.
In The Leadership Paradox (1994), Deal and Peterson see the work of principals
as challenging work that requires a balance between leadership and management. They
state that "It takes both technical competence and symbolic sensitivity to get the job
done with dignity and grace" (p. 10). They see the role of the principalship in recent
years as being more concerned with administering a "highly specialized, extensively
regulated, and enormously complex human organization," more concerned with test
scores, student discipline, responding to central office reports, state forms and talking to
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teachers about schedules and routines (p. xi). This view of the principal’s role has
resulted in a call for changes that "encourage a more inspiring, exciting, value-based
focus on building more collaborative, energetic, and meaningful enterprises" (p. 24).
They believe that principals need not be "passive implementors of directives from
elsewhere." Based on their work in both corporations and schools, they believe that
principals can shape their own role by being both an efficient manager and effective
leader. Consequently, they describe the principal’s role as a combination of providing
order and efficiency through management skills while simultaneously focusing on
building collaborative relationships and shaping a value-based school culture by using
the skills of effective leaders.
Deal and Peterson see management as technical activity that responds to
managerial/administrative imperatives, and leadership as symbolic behavior that shapes
a meaningful school culture. They believe that the principal must be able to balance
technical and symbolic views, structure and culture, problem solving and culture
shaping, so that schools reflect their cultures and purpose. Their contention is that when
principals attend to both, high performing organizations in which teaching and learning
improve are the predictable result. In their view, education would be best served by
principals who are "simultaneously efficient managers and effective leaders" able to
"combine managerial tasks with symbolic sensitivity and passion" (p. 113).

The Discrepancy Between Expressed Priorities and Current Practice
According to Schmoker (1996), most administrators spend far more time
managing than leading. He asserts that even though research demonstrates that
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leadership is essential to substantive and enduring progress the realities of the current
system usually prevents the principal from focusing on improving instruction.
Schmoker found that school administrators spend their time "on lesser things than the
purpose of schooling and curriculum and instruction issues" (p. 4).
In Instructional Leadership: How Principals Make A Difference. Smith and
Andrews (1989) found that the value that principals place on their responsibilities can
be determined by the amount of time they devote to the responsibilities selected and the
activities they pursue in fulfilling those responsibilities. Smith and Andrews also
looked into the importance principals attach to the various aspects of their jobs and
focused on the perceptions of principals performing a building management role versus
an educational leadership role. The study was conducted to determine importance and
value and how principals allocate time to the various tasks that must be done. In their
study, the building management role included those activities in which principals were
involved in order to maintain the current operations of the school, i.e., maintenance,
discipline, and other pupil services. The educational leadership role involved those
activities which principals must do to improve the learning environment for children,
i.e., supervision of instruction, curriculum development and staff development. Smith
and Andrews found that principals placed the highest value on instructional leadership
and the lowest value on managerial functions. However, there was a discrepancy
between how principals thought they should spend their time and how they actually
spend their time. The study found that most spend less time on instructional
improvement activities than on routine management functions. In brief, they found that
most principals regard instructional and program improvement as the most important
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aspect of their job, but spend the greatest amount of their time on school management
and operations, the dimensions they value the least.

Summary
Principals are recognized as key to school improvement. A major responsibility
of the elementary school principal is to improve student achievement. Reformers have
called for a "restructuring agenda" in which the principal is expected to lead the
implementation of a mixture of initiatives (ex., site-based management, curriculum
revision, inclusion, technology integration, etc.). Given the numerous, diverse and often
conflicting mandated responsibilities of the principal; the contexts in which they work;
their diminishing authority; and lack of training in the change process, principals find it
difficult to make student learning the focus of all school improvement efforts. Due to
these factors and conditions, elementary school principals tend to spend more time on
paperwork and procedure; regulations and discipline; and managing and administering,
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rather than leading. If schools are to improve, principals must make helping teachers
increase student learning a leadership priority.

The Importance of Helping Teachers Increase Student Learning
The purpose of this third of four parts of the review is to present a rationale for
why principals must make helping teachers improve student learning a leadership
priority. First, the premise that student learning improves when the quality of
instruction improves is advanced. Second, the argument that principals cannot improve
student learning without teachers, and that teachers cannot improve student learning
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without support, is presented. Third, the determinants of leadership and discretionary
decision-making behavior in terms of setting priorities are explained. Fourth, the
importance of finding a balance between management and leadership responsibilities is
presented. Fifth, the importance of principals setting priorities and shaping their own
work lives is presented. This part of the literature and research review concludes with a
brief summary.

Student Learning Improves When Teachine Improves
According to the Standards for Leadership developed by The Interstate
Leadership Licensure Consortium (1996), the principal is responsible for improving
teaching and learning. As Tyler (1989) has so eloquently stated in Matters of
Consequence, it is reasonable to assume that schools improve with better teaching and
that teachers are therefore central figures in the improvement of student learning.
Principals cannot improve student performance without the support of teachers. In The
Developer. Fullan (1996) states that ultimately, it is teachers who principals must
depend on to improve the performance of students. Fullan contends that, "the very
definition of what it means to be a teacher must undergo major transformation" (p. 43).
He argues that changing the teacher’s role requires teachers to focus on: drawing on a
repertoire of strategies to address student needs, working with others to discover what
works best for students, becoming continuous learners engaged in self-improvement,
developing expertise in the change process, and remaining committed to making a
difference in the lives of all students, especially the disadvantaged.
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Both the premise and promise of the term "instructional leadership" is that
principals who are instructional leaders are able to help teachers improve instruction. In
Changes in School Characteristics Coincident with Changes in Student Achievement
(1979), Brookover and Lezotte contend that "in high achieving schools, principals
emphasize instruction as the most important goal" (p. 113). Dennis Sparks (1992)
argues that, "The greatest test of instructional leadership is to improve teaching" (p. 2).
According to Conley (1993), the changes necessary to achieve higher standards
and improve academic performance will require changes in the way teachers teach.
Conley contends that instruction must be improved in order to stop the "rising tide of
mediocrity" referred to in A Nation at Risk report. Since many schools have veteran
staffs and the preservice education they received was designed for a society and student
population that no longer exists, many educators do not have the problem-solving skills
to develop solutions to diverse student learning problems.
Even if all teacher colleges were doing an exemplary job in providing preservice
training of teachers, teachers would still need to upgrade their skills. America’s
technological "information superhighway" has made the teacher as merely information
provider obsolete (Thornburg, 1995). Once, the teacher was considered a fountainhead
of knowledge with the primary responsibility for transferring his/her knowledge directly
to students (Nolan & Francis, 1992). Today, the knowledge base on teaching and
learning has increased and, as a result, we are experiencing a conceptual shift from
teaching facts to learning for understanding. To cope with change, learning must be
lifelong and knowing how to learn has become more significant than memorizing facts.
Rather than focusing on specific subject matter content, teachers need to concentrate
51

their efforts on helping students actively construct meaning and problem-solve real-life
problems. For example, constructivist teaching recognizes the importance of providing
students with personally meaningful problems and learning activities and then providing
students with opportunities to apply what they learned to other situations (Brooks &
Brooks, 1993). In ASCD’s November 1996 issue of Education Update. DarlingHammond refers to a recent study which found that what classroom teachers know and
are able to do affects student achievement. The study by the National Commission on
Teaching and America’s Future (1996) found that on the whole, the school reform
movement has ignored the fact that what teachers know and can do makes the crucial
difference in what children learn. The report stresses that new views of teaching and
learning have underscored the need for teachers to increase their knowledge and skills
as well as alter their beliefs and dispositions. According to What Matters Most:
Teaching for America’s Future (1996),
after a decade of reform, we have finally learned in hindsight what
should have been clear from the start: Most schools and teachers cannot
produce the kind of learning demanded by the new reforms-not because
they do not want to, but because they do not know how, and the systems
in which they work do not support them in doing so. (p. 17)

Teachers Need Support
According to the National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future
(1996), efforts to help teachers improve the quality of instruction cannot be successful
without the support of principals. However, exerting force and using the power of the
position will not bring about the necessary change. Over the years, numerous mandates
have been issued with little effect on improving schools. Solutions to improve student
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learning cannot be mandated. Instead, solutions must be developed collaboratively at
the local school site by those closest to the learner. The National Commission reports
that as the dialogue on what students should know and be able to do, and our knowledge
of how children learn continues to grow, teachers will need to increase their
understanding of the teaching and learning process and be more willing to make
changes in their practice. Teachers however, cannot be expected to change practices
they have invested a good deal of time to learn. Teachers need ongoing support to take
risks, increase knowledge and skills, change long held values, beliefs and dispositions
and implement new practices. They need encouragement, growth oriented feedback and
resources. They need support and protection from colleagues and parents who may not
support their use of new approaches to teaching and learning.
It is unlikely that student learning will improve without improving the work
conditions of teachers and increasing the opportunities of teachers to learn (Sarason,
1990; Barth, 1991; Fullan, 1994). Barth (1991) believes that student growth is closely
related to teacher growth and that when teachers stop growing, their students also stop
growing. Dennis Sparks, in the November 1996 issue of The Developer, reports that
teacher education has not provided teachers with the opportunities to reflect on their
own learning and develop their intellectual capacities to high levels. Consequently, most
teachers have a "‘general distaste’ for abstractions, theories and intellectual
presentations" (p. 3). and serious educational discussions in schools among educators is
the exception rather than the rule. Teachers are not solely at fault. Book publishers
"teacher-proof' their books so that teachers will not have to think about curriculum
content. Staff development often emphasizes instructional techniques at the expense of
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intellectual development. School schedules, rarely provide time for teachers to be
engaged in sustained intellectual activity, and the culture in schools more often than not
devalues intellectual activity. Furthermore, "schools are surrounded by a society biased
toward action and suspicious of ‘pointy-headed’ intellectuals" (p. 4).

Determinants of Principal Behavior and Leadership Priorities
In Schools for the 21st Century (1990), Schlechty states that understanding of
the purpose of schools and knowledge of the issues and challenges facing society and
leadership are essential if principals are to help lead the school improvement process so
that schools are places where all students develop into socially responsible, employable
problem solvers with life long learning skills. In Developing the Strategic Thinking of
Instructional Leaders (1992), Hallinger and McCary view improving teaching as "a
context-bound role depending on all kinds of personal, organizational and cultural
factors" which place "emphasis on the thought processes that underlie principals’
behavior, rather than on behaviors themselves" (p. 11). In Principle-centered
Leadership (1990), Stephen Covey says that slow incremental changes can be made if
people change their behavior or attitudes, but that in order to improve in major ways
leaders must change how they see the world, how they think about people, and how they
view management and leadership. He contends that great change occurs when there are
major breakthroughs in old ways of thinking:
I submit that if we focus our attention on techniques, on specific
practices, on "to do" lists, on present pressures, we might make some
small improvements. But if we want to move ahead in a major way, we
need to shift our paradigm and see the situation in a different way. (p.
175)
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In their synthesis of the research, Smith and Andrews (1987) found that the
determinants of principal behavior are derived from their personal values and beliefs,
linked with their perception of the specific needs of their schools and communities. In
other words, the priority that principals give to their leadership and management
responsibilities and associated activities is dependent on the context in which they are
working and what they personally value and believe. They suggest that what is
rewarded by the superintendent, other principals, teachers, students and parents in their
community is what gets done, and that principals adapt to the school’s structure, size,
and community. For example, leadership behavior is shaped by: implementing school
improvement initiatives that are part of the superintendents agenda; meeting local needs
and performance expectations; and satisfying mandates with high stakes consequences
for non implementation. More specifically, if "running a tight ship" is more valued by
principals and those within the school community, it is reasonable to assume that
principals will focus on administrative/management functions rather than helping
teachers increase student learning. According to their findings of Smith and Andrews,
role expectations are communicated by job descriptions, day to day requests, directions
from the superintendent and the nature of the school’s mission. They also suggest that
principals will choose courses of action that they perceive as having a high probability
of achieving a desired outcome.
In The Schools We Need. Combs (1992) contends that the behavior of good
practitioners is motivated by their beliefs (p. 80). For example, principals sensitive to
the ineffectiveness of "top-down" approaches would tend to use a less directive and
more facilitative leadership style, as would principals who are sensitive to diverse
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perspectives and cultures. In the same vein, principals who believe that working
together is more effective than working alone would value and support collaboration.
Additional examples include leaders who see learning rather than teaching as the focus
of instructional programs and in turn, focus their leadership efforts differently, just as
principals who believe that all students can learn at high levels and that all students will
need to learn at high levels will set priorities and select leadership responsibilities that

help achieve those ends.
According to Evans (1997), all leaders have a personal philosophy of leadership
that consists of assumptions that shape their behavior and govern their practice. These
leaders make their assumptions explicit and let all know: what they stand for, their goals
for the school, how they define their role as leader, the core values that guide their work,
and how their actions demonstrate their values and goals. Principals whose personal
values and aspirations for their schools are consistent, coherent and reflected in daily
practice are authentic, credible and inspire trust. In clarifying their assumptions, they
develop a set of operating principles or lenses that that help them to focus their
activities for shaping change.

Principals Taking Charge: Shaping Leadership Roles and Worklives
Blumberg and Greenfield (1980) document the tendency of principals to feel a
sense of powerlessness in terms of their ability to exert influence on the larger system.
As a result, they found principals retreating into a mode of "surviving" and/or
"maintaining" so that things run smoothly. They suggest that the more effective
principals learn to be "in charge of the job and not let the job be in charge of them (pp.
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233-234). Morris, Crowson, Porter-Gehrie and Hurwitz (1984) provide suggestions as
to how principals may balance the many and often conflicting expectations, which
include "instructional improvement, staff development, pupil control, parental
involvement, curriculum innovation, crisis prevention, fund raising, and school plant
maintenance" (p. 187). While principals need to follow the chain of command, they
also need to ignore or disobey orders when the orders are, for example, dehumanizing,
contrary to principles of good management, or inimical to the welfare of the school.
Those principals who are sophisticated and particularly sensitive to the human needs of
their organization disobey the order in the most artistic manner and with the minimum
impact on superiors. Discretionary decision making that is counter-bureaucratic
behavior is not only a survival mechanism for beleaguered principals, it also allows
principals to shape their work lives to suit their own interests and inclinations. Despite
the norms and pressures of the principalship, if there is a willingness to take charge, the
opportunity to program one’s own job satisfaction exists. In choosing which tasks to
emphasize, principals define what they want the job to be. Smith and Andrews (1989)
report that even though various people’s incompatible demands on the principal create
"role conflicts," ultimately, since expectations are not clearly spelled out in many school
districts, the principal is usually able to shape his/her own role over time.

Summary
In this section a rationale as to why helping teachers increase student learning
must be leadership priority was presented. If student learning is to improve, principals
and teachers need to help and support each other. Building commitment to values,
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purpose and goals, staying focused on helping teachers improve student learning and
utilizing discretionary decision making were detailed. In the next section, examples of
ways principals help teachers increase student learning are detailed.

The Various Wavs Elementary School Principals Help Teachers
Directly and Indirectly Increase Student Learning
The purpose of this section of the literature review is to present a number of
approaches elementary principals utilize to encourage teachers to increase student
learning. Principals may help teachers increase student learning both directly and
indirectly. For example, when principals meet one-on-one to provide feedback they are
directly helping teachers increase student learning. When principals create conditions
that facilitate the efforts of teachers to increase student achievement they are indirectly
helping teachers increase student learning. First, the activities, behaviors and
performances of "instructional leaders" that have been identified in the "effective
schools" research as helping teachers improve student learning are described. Second,
the conceptual shift in leadership from manipulating subordinates to motivating
followers is detailed by tracing the transition from "instructional leaders" to "authentic"
leaders. Third, building and communicating a values-driven vision that is committed to
improving student learning is detailed. Fourth, the process of shaping school culture
and changing beliefs in order to alter behavior is described. Fifth, a rationale for
participatory decision making is presented. Sixth, the importance of clear
communication and confronting resistance is presented Seventh, building community is
outlined. Eighth, providing recognition as a means of encouraging and increasing
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capacity for risk taking, experimentation, and increasing student achievement is
described. Ninth, creating conditions that promote learning. Tenth, leading the
problem-solving process is described. A brief summary concludes this part of the
review.

The Activities. Behaviors and Performances of Instructional Leaders
Most leaders are trained in what Evans (1997) calls the "managerial mystique."
They believe that by using a variety of techniques and "situational leadership styles"
they can maneuver people to do what they want. Much of the literature on the role of
the principal as "instructional leader" relies heavily on research that draws on the
linkages between leadership and effective schools. Studies of effective schools focus on
the behavior patterns of principals that have a profound impact on teacher behavior and
student learning (Edmonds, 1979, p. 22).
In a review of over 75 research studies, Persell and Cookson (1982, p. 22) report
the following behaviors associated with a "strong instructional leader": (1)
demonstrating a commitment to academic goals; (2) creating a climate of high
expectations; (3) functioning as an instructional leader; (4) being a forceful and dynamic
leader; (5) consulting effectively with others; (6) creating order and discipline; (7)
marshaling resources; (8) using time well; and (9) evaluating results. In the February
1984 edition of Educational Leadership. De Bevoise (p. 15) examined the work of
Blumberg and Greenfield (1980); Persell, with Cookson and Lyons, (1981); Bossert,
Rowan, Dwyer and Lee, (1981); and Huff, Lake and Schaalman (1982), in terms of
principals’ traits, characteristics, behaviors, styles, competencies and essential functions
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of effective principals. De Bevoise identified the following series of activities used by
instructional leaders: defining the purpose of schooling, focusing on setting schoolwide
goals, creating collegial relationships with and among teachers, providing resources
needed for learning to occur, coordinating staff development programs, and supervising
and evaluating teachers.
Rutherford (1985, p. 32) notes that effective principals: (1) have clear, informed
visions of what they want their schools to become in terms of students and their needs;
(2) translate these visions into goals for their schools and expectations for their teachers,
students and administrators; (3) continuously monitor progress; and (4) intervene in a
supportive or corrective manner when this seems necessary. Rutherford’s findings
indicate that principals are most successful at helping teachers increase student learning
when they clearly communicate their expectations, provide technical assistance and
monitor the results.
Dwyer, Barnett and Lee (1987), in an article entitled "The School Principal:
Scape Goat or the Last Great Hope," believe that since the principal "has the greatest
access to the wishes and needs of teachers, students, district leaders, parents and
community members," the principal can improve student learning by developing,
through their daily routine activities, an image of schooling that is relevant and
responsive to these groups. They identify the principal’s routine activities as: goal
setting and planning; monitoring; evaluating; communicating; scheduling; allocating
resources; organizing; staffing; modeling; governing; and filling in. They contend that
connecting their routine activities by suggesting changes in teaching style, using faculty
meetings as a forum for staff development, developing student teacher or community
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support for programs and developing an awareness of future organizational changes can
have a substantial effect on the quality of instruction.
A study by Andrews (Educational Leadership. 1987) underscores the importance
of a principal’s high visibility around the school in creating and sustaining a context for
effective instruction. Being a visible presence helps to give the principal credibility
when providing growth oriented feedback. It is often difficult for teachers to take
feedback seriously if they do not feel that the principal fully understands the
circumstances under which they work. Being a visible presence may involve assessing
teaching methods and strategies used to ensure that they are appropriate, varied and
effective. In a follow-up study of principals, Smith and Andrews (1989) describe the
activities of instructional leaders as (1) providing necessary resources to achieve the
schools academic goals; (2) possessing knowledge and skill in curriculum matters so
that teachers perceive that their interactions with the principal lead to increased student
learning; (3) being a skilled communicator and communicating a vision of the school
and what it is trying to achieve; and (4) being a visible presence in classrooms and the
school. Smith and Andrews found that principals were perceived to be effective by
teachers if they were able to successfully carry out the activities described above.
In Roadmap to Restructuring. Conley (1993) summarizes the research on
effective schools conducted by Dwyer (1990). Based on Dwyer’s work, Conley
reported the following behaviors as characteristics of instructional leadership:
•

communicating the school’s mission

•

communicating that the school makes the difference between success and
failure
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•

communicating a vision of human potential and the belief that all
students can learn

•

establishing expectations, roles and responsibilities

•

maintaining a safe, orderly school environment

•

involving others in the decision making process

•

making frequent classroom visits

•

gathering data to inform decisions

•

focusing supportive or corrective feedback on instructional improvement

•

allocating resources according to instructional priorities

•

celebrating the accomplishments of the school

In Creating the New American School. DuFour and Eaker (1992) provide a
description of the principal as "instructional leader" based on their synthesis of the
effective schools literature and research. They describe principals as strong, forceful
instructional leaders who take charge and provide the impetus for the improvement of
instruction and learning by the power of their personality However, DuFour and Eaker
suggest that principals must be comfortable with a new and emerging definition of the
principalship. While the research on effective schools often portrays principals in
heroic terms, they believe that the key to improving school is not so much "principals
who are heroes, but principals who make heroes" (p. 47). According to DuFour and
Eaker, principals
... must be forceful and aggressive promoters and protectors of the
vision and values of their schools and, at the same time, provide their
teachers with the freedom and autonomy to satisfy personal and
professional needs. They go on to say that principals must be strong
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instructional leaders and, at the same time, encourage teachers to assume
more responsibility for instructional matters, (p. 47)
DuFour and Eaker see the activities of principals as defined by the following
dimensions: (1) empowerer of teachers; (2) promoter and protector of values; (3)
instructional leader; and (4) manager of climate.

Leadership in Transition: From Manipulating Subordinates to
Motivating Followers
Over the years, the concept of the "strong instructional leader" described in the
effective schools research has come under criticism (Purkey & Smith, 1983, p. 443).
The research on motivation and high performing companies offers a distinctly different
view. The message of these studies is: empower people to make decisions; give them
the freedom to fulfill their personal and professional needs; and as a result, performance
will improve (Peters & Waterman, 1982; Combs, 1992). De Bevoise (1984) found the
functions described as necessary to instructional leadership to be idealistic and not
aligned with what most principals do or feel they can do. De Bevoise provides a revised
definition of the principal’s role as instructional leader. In his view, instructional
leadership is "...those actions that a principal takes, or delegates to others, to promote
growth in student learning" (p. 15). The article concludes that due to the complexity,
skill level and uniqueness of each principal’s situation, instructional leadership should
be viewed as a shared responsibility among teachers, parents and community members
with the principal initiating, encouraging and facilitating the accomplishment of
instructional improvement. Schlechty, in Schools for the 21st Century (1990), argues
that it is not realistic to assume that most principals will be able to serve as role models
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of effective instruction, particularly when they are not in classrooms teaching students
on a regular basis. Instead, he sees principals as "leaders of instructors," rather than as
"instructional leaders." Conley (1993) reports that many principals are moving away
from the tenets of effective schools research and the concept of the principal as a strong
instructional leader, and have chosen to "lead through and with others, not by dictating
but by facilitating" (p. 79). Conley, in his synthesis of the research, found that in
schools that are moving forward, principals demonstrate the following behaviors:
o

a clear sense of purpose linked to vision

o

the use of data to inform decisions and create vision

o

allocation of resources consistent with vision

o

creation of new decision-making structures

o

provision of information to teachers

o

less direct leadership, more support of teachers

In Leadership for Tomorrow’s Schools. Patterson (1993) traces the current in
our thinking about leadership and the evolution of the role of the principal in helping
teachers increase student learning. He begins by describing the industrial model of
governing organizations which has been characterized by the central values of power
and control. In this "Bossing" model, people at the top exercise formal authority to
exert real power over those in the middle or at the bottom who must do what the bosses
planned for them. In the "Managing" model, people and resources are coordinated to
produce goods or services efficiently. Managing is necessary to the success of an
organization but does not bring about the changes necessary to help move people or
organizations in the direction needed to increase student learning. Patterson sees the
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’’Leading" model "as the process of influencing others to achieve mutually agreed upon
purposes for the organization" (p. 47), not through admirable characteristics or traits,
coercion or bossing, but through facilitation.
Patterson notes that when the learning of teachers is encouraged and supported,
student learning increases. Teachers need support if they are to increase their
knowledge and skills. Learning new approaches to teaching often requires teachers to
make painful changes in their practice as well as change long held values, beliefs, and
dispositions about students and the learning process (Darling-Hammond &
McGlaughlin, 1994). Without support, teachers cannot be expected to change practices
in which they have invested a good deal of time to learn. They need support if they are
to take risks, attain additional resources and grow professionally. Teachers need
support when implementing new practices that are not supported by their colleagues or
the existing culture of the school. They need protection from parents who may not
support their use of new approaches to teaching and learning. They need protection
from constant PA announcements, and the interruptions caused by the punctuation of
bells to signal a schedule change.
In Educational Leadership (Feb. 1992), Fullan states that, "we are witnessing the
evolution of the principal from administrator to instructional leader to transformational
leader" (p. 36). Fullan describes instructional leadership as introducing, supporting and
supervising particular practices. He believes that
the role is ultimately limiting since instructional leaders tend to rely on
extemal-in or top-down control of change, and are vulnerable to adopting
ad hoc innovations. The more a principal is involved in instruction, the
less able he or she will be able to "cover" the school especially if it is of
any size. (p. 36)
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Fullan contends that "transformational leaders focus on improving instruction, not by
dwelling on the latest innovation, but by helping to develop every teacher as an
instructional leader" (p. 7) According to Fullan, transformational leaders change the
culture of the school by developing collaborative work cultures that raise individual and
group commitment and capacity, thereby providing a powerful environment for
assessing instructional practices and for making improvement on an ongoing basis.
In Moral Leadership. Sergiovanni (1992) argues that theories of management,
motivation, and control used in corporations do not make sense for schools. According
to Sergiovanni, the "traditional" approach to leadership emphasizes hierarchy, rules,
management direction, and a reliance on bureaucratic linkages to connect people to
work by forcing them to respond as subordinates. In schools, this means the principal
develops management systems that resemble the factory model. The role of the
principal is to prescribe what is to be done and to see that it is done. In schools, that
use this model, attention is focused on explicit, measurable goals and objectives and on
managing instruction in which participants know who is in charge and what is expected.
In this approach to leadership, educators are rewarded when they succeed, and given
feedback on how to improve. The "human resources" approach to leadership
emphasizes leadership styles, supportive climates, interpersonal skills, and a reliance on
psychological linkages to motivate people to work by getting them to respond as self
actualizers. In the context of schools, this view of leadership shifts the role of the
principal from managing to leading; from control to mobilizing support; from
"instructional leader" to "leader of instructors"; from manipulation to facilitation; from
implementing solutions from afar to developing building based problem solving.
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Sergiovanni believes that utilizing a variety of "styles" and applying them according to
the situation is difficult to do consistently, frequently arouses suspicion, undermines
trust and erodes the credibility of the principal. Sergiovanni argues that the "bonding
leadership" approach stresses motivating followers rather than manipulating
subordinates to do as they are told.
According to Sergiovanni, today leadership is more cultural and less managerial
and principals are less concerned with control. The emphasis is on ideas, values,
beliefs, and a reliance on linking what they think and feel with what they do. They link
the "head, heart and hand" of leadership. This new leadership role involves working
with and empowering others to fulfill the values of the organization. Leaders
understand that quality is in the hearts and minds of people and that people’s beliefs are
the motivating factor. Sergiovanni believes that what is valued determines direction and
that teachers should be allowed wide discretion in going about their work.
Consequently, principals focus more on determining purpose collaboratively,
establishing core values, and empowering people. They invest in people and delegate
responsibilities. What leaders stand for and believe in, and their ability to communicate
these values and ideals in a way that provides both meaning and significance to others,
is more important than management style and behavior. Managing roles, structures and
outcomes become secondary to maintaining confidence and faith in the entire enterprise.
He challenges the notion that schools can be tightly managed. Instead, he believes that
schools that are learning communities are managerially loose and culturally tight.
According to Schlechty (1990), "People pursue excellence and strive for
improvement because they believe in what they are doing" (p. 108). Bennis (1984)
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believes "It is the ability of the leader to reach the souls of others in a fashion which
raises human consciousness, builds meanings, and inspires human intent that is the
source of power" (p. 70). Bennis and Nanus (1985) have said that "Managers do things
right. Leaders do the right things." A take off on the Bennis and Nanus quote, might
read, "Managers get people to do things. Leaders get people to want to do things."
Another way to say it might be "it is not what gets rewarded, but that which is
rewarding that gets done." In other words, leaders do not focus on programs or tight
supervision but on values and results; they direct rather than control (Schlechty, 1990, p.
44). Transformational leaders promote dialogue with faculty about values and how to
translate them into standards, ask teachers to respond by accepting the responsibility to
meet their obligations, give teachers the support and latitude to fulfill their duties, and
expect teachers to hold one another accountable for meeting these standards
(Sergiovanni, 1992, p. 38).
In The Human Side of Change. Robert Evans (1997) suggests that conceptions
of leadership have redirected emphasis from technical competence to improved
performance based on deep fundamental values. Consequently, approaches to
leadership emphasize substance rather than technique. He sees leadership not as a
science but as a craft, a unique blend of practical experience, personal skill, judgment,
and intuition, all informed by training and research. He lists two key concepts as central
to "authentic leadership": purpose or clarity of focus (the pursuit of vision based on
shared values and beliefs; and followership (building commitment to fulfilling the
purpose of the organization and empowering teachers as decision makers). When
followers are committed to: a vision of what the school can become; beliefs about
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teaching and learning; and values and standards, they bond with the organization and
their job becomes a source of satisfaction and rewarding in and of itself.
Authentic leaders concentrate on building teachers’ commitment to reform.
Given the complexity of the tasks demanded of teachers in order to implement reform,
teachers cannot be manipulated into reflecting on their practice or developing new
approaches to helping students. Instead, they must want to take responsibility for
participating and for this they will need to have leaders who they can trust and follow.
Leaders who are consistent in their beliefs, clear about their purposes and take action
based on their priorities rather than management theory are seen as trustworthy,
"authentic” leaders worthy of following.

Building and Communicating a Values-Driven Shared Vision
A synthesis of the research conducted for this review reveals the importance of
leadership that builds a collaboratively developed, values-driven vision as a means to
helping teachers increase student learning. Vision is described in the literature as a
picture of what a school or organization should look like based on goals and purpose. A
vision of schooling also captures what the school community wants their school to
become. A vision of schooling may reside within the principal as an individual, but
more often it is created jointly with the staff (Conley 1993). According to Deal and
Kennedy (1982):
... [I]t is clear that organizations have, in fact, gained great strength
from shared values—with the emphasis on "shared". If employees know
what their company stands for, if they know what standards to uphold,
then they are much more likely to make decisions that support those
standards. The are also more likely to feel as if they are an important
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part of the organization. They are motivated because life in the company
has meaning for them. (p. 78)
In The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of Leading the Learning
Organization. Peter Senge (1990) sees building shared vision as a central, ongoing and
never ending element of the daily work of leaders. According to Senge, leaders have a
clear vision linked to purpose. Senge describes a visionary leader as one who possesses
the capacity to create and communicate a view of a desired state of affairs that induces
commitment among those working in the organization. Such leaders identify the
organization’s core values and purpose; develop strategies and structures that translate
values into decisions; and create effective learning processes for employees. Senge sees
effective leadership skills as building collective vision in which all share responsibility;
surfacing and challenging assumptions by using inquiry skills and relying less on
advocacy; distinguishing between espoused theory and actual practice; recognizing and
diffusing defensive routines; engaging in systems thinking by focusing on the "poorly
designed system" as the cause of most organizational problems rather than believing
that individuals are incompetent or unmotivated; and looking for underlying causes
rather than relying on symptomatic solutions. He sees leaders as designers, teachers and
stewards responsible for learning and for providing conditions in which individuals can
adapt and generate learning to resolve the tension between vision and current reality.
Deal and Peterson (1990) insist that values must be articulated. They contend that if
central values are overlooked, schools tend to get away from what is important and what
schools are all about (i.e., to improve student achievement). They suggest that a clear
vision and coordinated, consistent purposeful action based on their schools’ current
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needs and stages of development; and finding problems related to the values, goals and
purposes, helps shape the activities of teachers and the organization in terms of
increasing student learning. According to Green (1987), the importance of vision that is
value driven cannot be underestimated. In Leadership: Examining the Elusive (1987),
Green states that, "Leaders without vision, without rootedness, and without imagination
are dangerous or at best inept" (p. 110). The National LEADership Network Study
Group on Restructuring Schools report that leaders create dissonance by reminding staff
and others of the gap between their vision and their current accomplishments (Lewis,
1993).
In Educational Leadership (Sept. 1987), Hallinger and Murphy suggest that
defining the school mission, stating vision, communicating goals to staff and
community unites staff around activities to increase student learning (p. 56). In helping
teachers improve student performance, they stress the importance of working with staff
in the development, implementation and evaluation of curriculum and instruction as
well as coordinating the curriculum and monitoring student progress. They believe that
the way to promote student learning is to shape the learning climate directly and
indirectly by: establishing clear and explicit standards that embody the schools
expectations of students; maintaining high visibility in order to communicate priorities
and model expectations; protecting instructional time; selecting and participating in
high quality staff development programs consistent with the school’s mission; and
creating a reward system that reinforces academic achievement and productive effort.
According to Hallinger and McCary (1992), "Principals who have the most positive
influence on student learning tend to be those who take a strategic approach to
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instructional leadership" (p. 12). This involves skillful planning, an understanding of
the interdependence of actions within a social system, and a purposeful coordination of
resources.
Deal and Peterson (1994) claim a clear sense of purpose, and values determine
direction. They suggest that leaders translate mutually agreed upon values into clearly
defined goals and analyze the best ways to structure roles and tasks to fulfill them (p. 4).
In Results: The Key to School Improvement. Schmoker (1996) found that schools that
set goals and monitor and adjust actions to achieve them produce results. He argues that
goals are crucial to school improvement. Understanding the purpose of schools, setting
goals, and choosing activities that help achieve them improves student learning. Sizer
(1996) suggests it is important for leaders to ask "what should students know and be
able to do" and continue the dialogue with teachers and parents. Smith & Andrews
(1989) and Dwyer (1987) have shown us earlier that what is valued by principals is a
determinant of their behavior. Sergiovanni (1990) reminds us of the importance of
leadership that develops values in collaboration with teachers; generates consensus
around the purpose, mission and goals of the school; works with others to determine
expectations in terms of the teachers’ roles and responsibilities; expresses what is
valued; and helps those in the organization to achieve goals and realize values.
Evans (1996) argues that too many schools have too much vision and too little
focus. Simultaneously implementing multiple improvement initiatives is difficult for
school leaders and teachers no matter how many skills they have acquired or how much
they study. While there are many important initiatives to consider, leaders must
determine which have priority and guard against getting involved in unrelated initiatives
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that fragment the efforts of the staff and compete for resources. Leaders must choose
those initiatives that make sense to those who implement them and also fit together
under one conceptual umbrella. On the other hand, they must also say "no" or "not
now" to other initiatives that may disappoint or anger members of the school
community. When principals make their values, beliefs about the purpose of schools
and dispositions regarding learning explicit they are then able to use them as guidelines
for decision-making and problem-solving. The activities, behaviors and attitudes of
principals and how they choose to spend their time also sends a powerful message as to
what is valued.

Shaping School Culture: Changing Assumptions
The research reviewed and presented earlier underscores the premise that the
goal of all change activities must be the improvement of student learning and that
principals working with teachers can help increase student learning. In The Predictable
Failure of School Reform. Sarason (1990) contends that if change is to occur,
ultimately, the culture of the school must be addressed:
Like almost ail other complex traditional social organizations, the
schools will accommodate in ways that require little or no change....
The strength of the status quo—its underlying axioms, its pattern of
power relationships, its sense of tradition, and therefore what seems
right, natural, and proper—almost automatically rules out options for
change, (p. 35)
In The Principal’s Role in Shaping School Culture, Deal and Peterson (1990)
contend that the culture of the school defines the behavior and practices within schools.
They describe culture as the values, beliefs, assumptions, practices and traditions that
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influence and shape an organization. They argue that student achievement results from
what we value and believe in and that the process of examining values carefully and
altering those that inhibit student learning can have a profound effect on student
learning. In order to help teachers increase student learning, Deal and Peterson remind
us to pay attention to the current values, beliefs, assumptions, practices, and traditions
of those expected to implement new practices and also examine relationships within
schools. They believe that there is a force at work in any organization that determines
its effectiveness and that an organization cannot be effective if it does not have a
cohesive sense of its own identity. They go on to say that once there is an
understanding of the culture, one can begin to make a difference in trying to shape mold
and strengthen it. They believe that a healthy culture has values that people buy into
and share. In a healthy culture, people care; find meaning in what they are doing; speak
freely; and both praise and criticize. Deal and Peterson view building school culture as
a whole community effort and present the following guidelines to help principals shape
school culture as a means to increasing student learning:
•

begin by reading the existing culture

•

identify the norms, values, and beliefs to reinforce, and those that
need to change

•

work with all the school’s stakeholders to clarify the mission and
purposes of the school

•

confront resistance and use conflict to explain the mission and
values of the school
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•

encourage ceremonies and traditions that celebrate the purposes
and goals of the school

If the culture of a school is permeated with a belief that the causes of student
learning lie outside the school, in the genes and social background of the students,
school improvement efforts may appear hopeless and even ridiculous (Joyce & Murphy,
1990). According to Senge (1991), leaders help people change the "mental models" or
assumptions people carry around in their heads, and restructure their views of reality to
see beyond the superficial conditions and events into the underlying causes of problems.
Argyris (1993) calls these assumptions the underlying "master program." Sergiovanni
(1990) refers to them as "mindscapes." Olson (1993), suggests examining the following
assumptions embedded in the following statements and their implications for helping
teachers increase student learning.
•

essentially all students can be educated to some relatively high
level of functioning

•

learning is what students can do at the conclusion of education, not
simply the process to which they have been subjected

•

education has utility for essentially all students and for society

•

learners participate actively in their own education in a variety of
ways; learning cannot be passive

•

education is a responsibility that extends beyond schools: parents,
employers, community members have responsibilities for
education of the community’s young, along with a right to be
included as partners in important decisions about education
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•

schools may be the only place where a sense of genuine
community can be developed for young people; they might
function better as communities, than factories

In The Leadership Paradox (1994), Deal and Peterson point out that all
organizations face dilemmas, which by their nature are insolvable. They suggest that
leaders must become adept at confronting dilemmas so that the organization moves
forward rather than getting stuck applying solutions to problems that cannot be solved
within the current cultural context of the organization. When change occurs, people
experience loss. Deal and Peterson ask us to consider ways to deal with loss and
change. They suggest that leaders learn how to combine tradition, current realities and
future visions into a new culture that is more amenable to change and more functional in
its delivery of services to students. They suggest that clinging to old ways and
emulating principles from effective schools and excellent companies will not work.
They recommend that old or meaningless practices be buried and commemorated and
that visions, hopes and dreams be articulated and celebrated. Bolman and Deal (1991),
contend that the cultures of organizations are moved forward more by rituals,
ceremonies, stories, heroes, and myths than by rules, policies, and managerial authority.
They ask that leaders abandon assumptions of rationality and view organizations as
tribes, theater, or carnivals. They suggest that rebuilding the spiritual side of
organizations is achieved by using symbols, rituals, myths, and magic to celebrate
individuals and groups that, through their activities and accomplishments, reinforce the
values of the organization.
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Likewise, in The Human Side of School Change. Evans (1997) reminds us that
new learning cannot occur without unfreezing: beliefs and assumptions; feelings of loss
and incompetence on the part of those being asked to change; and confusion and
conflict within the organization. He goes on to say, "No reform can generate change
without raising the risks of not trying and reducing the risks of trying; none can flourish
without helping people build commitment, renew competence, restore coherence, and
resolve conflict" (p. 72).
While many leaders believe that the place to begin is to change beliefs first and
then practice will change, experience contradicts conventional wisdom. Changing
beliefs, according to Schein (1985) and Evans (1997), is extremely difficult to achieve
in the short term. Evans suggests that leaders adopt a more pragmatic approach and
select a particular practice with which people are currently satisfied but is problematic.
He suggest that leaders create anxiety by raising the fear of not trying and at the same
time reducing the fear of trying. To help reduce anxiety he stresses the importance of
encouraging staff by helping them to realize that they are capable and that the
accomplishment of the task at hand is feasible. To help counter balance feelings of loss,
incompetence and confusion caused by change and build commitment to the proposed
change or innovation, Evans recommends providing continuity by extracting the
meaning of the original commitment and grafting it to the new innovation. He also
suggests that leaders can preserve a sense of psychological safety by outwardly showing
they care, supporting change efforts, and by providing rewards and celebrating
accomplishments within the context of agreed upon values.
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Sharing Power. Participation without Domination, and Facilitation
The rationale for shared decision making is that those closest to the learner are
best equipped to make educational decisions. Goodlad (1979) found that participatory
decision making and collaboration in schools builds commitment to goals and increases
the chances of achieving the intended outcomes. In The Schools We Need. Combs
(1992) reports that today’s leaders who share their power and foster leadership in others,
enable, empower and facilitate; they do not dictate. He suggests that improving student
learning will require changes in roles and responsibilities, and that beliefs cannot be
changed by the manipulation of others through power and position. He believes that
principals must move from management to facilitation. According to Conley (1993),
Facilitation is the skill of supporting or enabling others to act on their
own to solve problems or achieve organizational goals, as opposed to
doing it for them (or to them), (p. 174)
As facilitators, principals relinquish control to a significant degree and support
decision-making from the sidelines. In other words, there is a shift from power and
control to mobilizing support by facilitating and coaching. In the old view of
leadership, leaders "send down" solutions to subordinates and the subordinates in turn
"send up" their problems to leadership. In the new view of leadership, leaders send
down problems and members of the team send up solutions (Bales, 1996). Yet, when
given the opportunity, many teachers have shown a reluctance to get involved.
Principals can slow the pace of change, modify time lines, provide greater guidance, and
alter plans in order to lessen anxiety and increase participation. Empowerment means
responsibility and freedom within a shared framework. It is not license and principals
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must be ready to intervene to provide an extra push or renew permission. Participation
should be bottom-up where possible but top-down where necessary.
In The National Staff Development Council’s Newsletter entitled The Developer
(Oct. 1996), Louis, Kruse and Raywid suggest that that principals
lead from the center rather than from the top, create "networks of
conversation" around common issues of teaching and learning, and
encourage debate about teaching and learning, (p. 3)
The authors suggest that principals move away from providing answers and quick fix
solutions to student learning problems. Instead, they recommend leadership that is less
directive and more supportive of teachers.

Improved and Increased Communication
Evans insists that when change is proposed it stirs fear, challenges competence,
creates confusion and conflict, disrupts the stability of the workplace and threatens our
sense of purpose. He believes that change in practice requires extra effort to assure
clarity about ends and means. He contends that "authentic" leaders reach out to staff,
are good listeners, respond to concerns and facilitate opportunities to share information,
provide constructive feedback and renew commitment. Evans suggests that the anxiety
related to change can be reduced by being clear as to what is expected of staff members;
what they can expect from others; who is responsible for what; and by explaining
decision-making processes.
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Developing Systems Thinking
In The Leader’s New Work: Building Learning Organizations (1990), Senge
contends that leaders of learning organizations employ "systems thinking." He defines
systems thinking as a system of complex, interrelated parts - a network of deeply
interconnected relationships. In systems thinking, each piece of the system, like
marbles in ajar, has significant impact on the others when changed. He believes that
the critical phenomena are not the individual parts, but how they fit together. In
systems thinking there is a shift from blaming individuals as a cause of problems to
examining the organizational system as a possible cause of problems. Senge
encourages leaders to make schools self-renewing "learning organizations" capable of
continuous self-improvement. In order to do so, he believes that organizations will need
people with group problem-solving and consensual decision-making skills as well as the
ability to deal with conflict.

Confronting Rather Than Avoiding Resistance
In the review conducted for this study, resistance was found to be a normal part
of all organizations and tests the leader’s commitment to helping improve student
achievement. Confrontation is uncomfortable, but ignoring resistance undercuts reform
efforts and leads to a loss of credibility (Evans, 1997). Leaders must therefore
challenge nay-sayers by disconfirming negative feedback in a psychologically safe
climate. Schein (1985) calls for "unfreezing" teachers negative attitudes by countering
their assessment, or showing how their performance fails to meet a shared goal or ideal,
and raising their sense of responsibility without humiliation and with caring and help.
80

Building a Sense of Community
In Improving Schools from Within. Barth (1991a) argues that while most
changes in schools may be imposed from without, the most lasting changes come from
within. Barth stresses that a school must be a community of active learners if student
learning is to improve. He sees the principal as a visionary and head learner in a
community of learners and a community of leaders in which students, teachers, parents,
and administrators share opportunities and responsibilities for making decisions. He
views the principal as having the ability to develop a collaborative community and
generate a democratic framework rather than manipulating others by using a "strong
man or woman" approach. Barth’s idea of a learning community includes collegiality
which he defines as teachers talking about practice, observing each other and teaching
each other what they know about teaching, leading and learning. In Building
Community in Schools (1994), Sergiovanni contends that schools must become places
where members have developed a "community of mind...that binds them to a shared
ideology" (p. 34) by identifying and committing to core values. These values help
schools create their governance structures, develop policies, identify goals, decide what
and how to teach and plan for evaluation. Maeroff (1993) and Sagor in (1990) contend
that a sense of community is achieved when teachers form study groups to collect data
to identify or clarify learning problems that are affecting student achievement.

Applying Principles of Teaching and Learning
Conceptions of how people learn, why they engage in the process and what
motivates them to learn have changed. These new conceptions of learning which
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involve the notion that the learner only learns what the learner wants or needs to learn,
have ramifications for principals helping teachers, supervisory practice, professional
development offerings and the process of leading change efforts. In The Schools We
Need (1992), Combs contends that teachers must be provided with opportunities to
develop personal meaning regarding the importance of what needs to be learned. Adults
seek out a learning experience when they have a use for the specific knowledge or skill.
Adults need to integrate new learning with what they already know. Learning
information that conflicts with what is held to be true takes longer to learn. Combs
insists that what people think of themselves has vital effects on their ability to learn, and
that it is therefore crucial for principals to foster self esteem and to help learners realize
that they are capable. It follows, then, that it is critical for leadership to have the human
relations skills to provide teachers with a sense of worth.
Learning theory also has implications for teachers helping students in the
classroom. In the Common Chapters of the Massachusetts Department of Education’s
Curriculum Frameworks, there is a shift in focus from helping teachers apply
approaches to teaching that treat students as vessels to be filled with knowledge, to a
focus on helping teachers create learning conditions in which students construct their
own knowledge. De Bevoise (1984) states that key among issues bearing directly on
school improvement is the importance of principals being well informed about child
growth and development and adult learning, as well as having the skills related to the
nurturing of human resources. He believes that the principal must have a conceptual
understanding of what students should know and be able to do, and knowledge of
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curriculum and effective approaches to instruction, if they are to be perceived as
effective instructional leaders.
Goodlad (1979) also believes that principals need to make curriculum and
instruction the focus of their work. In order to be perceived as knowledgeable, he
contends that principals need to be well-versed in curriculum and instruction issues so
that they are the curriculum and instructional leaders they are expected to be. Without
the credibility of a curriculum and instruction knowledge base, it is unlikely that
principals will be able to dialogue with teachers in a way that leads to solving student
learning problems and creating positive learning conditions. When high powered
organizational development consultant Jennifer James (1995) asks people when they
think things are going to change, the response of many is "We’re waiting for the
administrators to die." If student performance is to be improved, the principal must be
perceived as a life-long learner who is knowledgeable and helpful, rather than an
obstacle to innovation.

Creating Conditions that Promote Learning
According to Elmore and McLaughlin (1988), "Teachers unquestionably can do
what they do better. But...what they do is largely fixed by their working conditions" (p.
41). Sarason (1990), Barth (1991), and Fullan (1994) believe that student growth is
closely related to teacher growth and that conditions for teachers must change before
learning for students can be increased. Sarason believes that structure affects how
people function, and that "It is virtually impossible to create and sustain over time
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conditions for productive learning for students when they do not exist for teachers" (p.
6). In The Predictable Failure of Education Reform he writes:
For our schools to do better than they do we have to give up the belief
that it is possible to create conditions for productive learning when those
conditions do not exist for education personnel, (p. 13)
In Reflections on Facilitating School Improvement: Issues of Value. Glickman
(1991) writes,
I am certain that our only hope for improving education, for retaining our
best and brightest practitioners, and for attracting curious and intellectual
teachers is to have schools that can fulfill intellectual as well as affective
needs of adults, (p. 7)
In Schools for the 21st Century. Philip Schlechty (1990) states that "To improve
[schools], one must invest in people, support people, and develop people" (p. 105).
Schlechty suggests that collegial relationships, organizational structures that foster open
communication and feedback, and leaders that provide opportunities for professional
growth are critical organizational factors that promote learning.
According to Joyce, Wolf, and Calhoun (1993) teaching improves when teachers
are deeply involved as learners and are engaged in gathering and studying data and
other collaborative action research activities. They suggest that leadership establish a
critical study process in order to determine the needs of individuals and the
organization. They also recommend that principals help teachers take responsibility for
their own learning by setting up a system of collaborative action study groups. The
Massachusetts Department of Education’s Curriculum Frameworks Study Group
Guidelines describes the purpose and function of study groups:
...a study group provides a structure for small groups of people to work
together on specific topics of interest related to improving teaching and
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learning. Study groups are composed of six to ten members, and may
include teachers, community members, administrators, parents and
students. Groups may be composed of people of like position — all
teachers, all administrators, all parents, etc. — or be of mixed
composition. The purpose of forming a study group is to cultivate
collegiality and expand the knowledge and expertise of the members.
Among educators, the group supports the classroom and improves the
knowledge of curriculum and pedagogy, (p. 4)
Joyce, Showers, and Calhoun (1993) suggest forming collaborative action study
groups to examine new innovations in curriculum and instruction that may increase
student learning. They also suggest collecting and analyzing data such as student
achievement results, attendance and discipline records to identify student learning
problems and conditions that affect student learning.
In a 1992 report by RAND entitled Time for Reform. Purnell and Hill outline a
variety of measures that leaders may take to "create time for school staff to participate
in developing vision, setting goals and formulating plans, receiving training, exchanging
ideas and experiences, and practicing and adopting specific reform elements" (p. x).
The study provides an inventory of general approaches that create opportunities for
teachers to meet, plan, train, observe, and reflect. In general they suggest that schools
employ six approaches for creating time:
•

increase non-classroom time for teachers during the course of the
school day (i.e., substitutes, volunteers, principal, assemblies,
university personnel)

•

refocus existing time slots to new uses (i.e., faculty meetings,
district-wide staff development days)
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•

reschedule the school day (i.e., common planning time, release
time)

•

increase the total amount of time available (i.e., longer days,
longer year)

•

encourage teachers to use their own time (i.e., rewards &
incentives)

•

promote more efficient use of time (i.e., running better meetings)

The setting in which change occurs requires a school culture than reaffirms the
value of the faculty’s work and supports risk taking. A faculty that shares a common
purpose and strong traditions is better able to sustain its effort. In writing about the
ways principals lead change efforts to increase student learning, Fullan (1992 ) suggests
that principals build vision, develop norms of collegiality and continuous improvement,
share strategies for coping with problems and resolving conflicts, encourage teacher
development as career long inquiry and learning, and restructure the school to foster
continuous development. In The Meaning of Educational Change. Fullan (1982)
suggests that principals, in order to improve schools, study the change process and
become more informed about how to plan and manage the process of change.
The National LEADership Study Group reports that leaders encourage risk
taking and make people feel comfortable with trying new approaches and sometimes
making mistakes and learning from them. They also report that leaders help staff move
in their thinking and behavior by investing heavily in staff development that furthers the
values and goals of the school.
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Providing On-Going Staff Development Opportunities
Change requires the technical support of training and materials. In Student
Achievement Through Staff Development: Fundamentals of School Renewal. Joyce and
Showers (1995) draw on research on whole faculty participation in staff development;
school renewal strategies; models of curriculum, teaching, and teaching skills; reflective
practice; and on the relationship between staff development and school achievement.
They argue that school systems should provide 15-20 days of staff development that
serves three purposes: the enhancement of individual teaching skills and academic
knowledge; the study of school improvement and the change process; and the
establishment of district-wide initiatives to improve the district program. They suggest
that the essence of staff development is inquiry: individuals studying teaching and
learning; faculties exploring together to make the learning environment better; and
districts learning to build larger communities of educators to create and implement
changes in curriculum, instruction and technology. They propose that coaching teams
be combined into study groups within faculties that are networked with clusters of
schools. They suggest that a number of educational practices have been effective in
improving student learning, and that effective practices related to managing students
and learning environments, teaching strategies or models of teaching, curriculum
designs and the use of technologies should be part of the substance of staff
development. Joyce and Showers point out that in addition to theory, demonstration,
practice with feedback and coaching, it is important that training facilitate and structure
collaborative relationships that enable teachers to solve their own implementation
problems. They also note that feelings of loss, discomfort, and incompetence are to be
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expected during periods of change, and recommend staff development in the process of
change.
In "Learning from School Restructuring" (The Developer 1996), Peterson,
McCarthey, and Elmore suggest that researchers, reformers, teachers and leaders begin
by first understanding and agreeing on the kind of teaching practice they want. The
second step would then be to understand what learning would need to occur to create
these teaching practices and what school structures might support this learning and these
practices. Glickman (1993) believes that in order to help teachers gain the necessary
knowledge, skills and professional dispositions to accomplish the work of the school,
staff development experiences must be multi-level and linked to the developmental and
growth stages of adults. According to Dennis Sparks (1996),
In far too many schools, staff development is still limited to teachers
attending workshops, courses, or conferences. While these processes all
have their place, by themselves they are insufficient to produce the
sustained on-the-job learning that is essential if schools are to become
places in which all students are successful in learning at high levels, (p.

2)
Sparks stresses that the link between staff development and improved learning is not
sufficiently widespread so that the learning is within the context of the teachers work
and the impact on teaching and learning is measured. Instead he suggests (p. 5) that
principals, staff developers and policymakers begin to ask a number of questions:
•

What knowledge, skills and attitudes do educational leaders need
to ensure that all teachers and administrators are part of ongoing
learning communities both with in their schools and across
schools?
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•

What organizational structures are required so that job embedded
inquiry is a daily part of every educator’s work life?

•

What must be done so that every teacher will be part of ongoing
networks such as coaching groups, study groups, action research
projects, subject area groups, and other sustained forms of
learning linked to improved teaching and learning?

Involving Parents and the Community
Principals have come to recognize the critical importance of active parental
involvement as a means to helping teachers improve student learning (Conley, 1993).
In the 1970s, as a correlate of effective schools research, schools suggested that parents
actively support school activities, monitor homework and control the amount of
television children watched at home. In the 1980s the definition of parent involvement
evolved into the schools working with parents to nurture the roles of parents in order to
better meet the needs of children. Helping families included providing information and
ideas about how to help student s at home with homework and other curriculum related
activities, decisions, and planning. Today partnerships with parents extend well beyond
academic activities to involving parents in shared decision-making activities. In
communicating to parents what the school is trying to achieve, principals are indirectly
helping teachers increase student learning. Involving parents and engaging the school
community in identifying problems and seeking solutions that are consistent with
beliefs helps teachers, in that parents become part of the solution rather than part of the
problem. Principals engaged in helping teachers improve student performance may
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establish programs in which parents volunteer, or participate in parent education
workshops designed to help parents assist children with learning activities that are
coordinated with the child’s classwork. Other parent involvement includes advocacy
and decision-making roles in groups such as PTA, school councils and other school
improvement groups. When roles for parents impact student learning, principals’ and
teachers’ "political concerns diminish and new energies for school improvement move
to the forefront" (NAESP, 1996, p. 3). Furthermore, principals who involve the
community in providing resources and services to strengthen school programs and
family practices help teachers improve student learning (Richardson, 1997).

Facilitating the Problem-solving Process
In Improving America’s Schools. Glickman (1990) sees school leadership as the
ability not to simply follow formulas for getting things done but to be able to diagnose,
problem solve and lead others to find needs and create solutions. This emerging context
specific role of the principal seems to have at its center helping teachers improve
teaching and learning by focusing on learning problems that are affecting a considerable
number of students as well as eliminating classroom and building conditions that hinder
teaching and learning.
In Matters of Consequence. Tyler (1989) provides a compelling description of
the role of the principal in promoting student learning:
[T]he role of the principal in promoting student learning is that of the
stimulator of teachers and parents in assisting in the identification of
serious educational problems the school is encountering in its effort to
educate all students. The principal’s role is then to serve as leader of the

90

school team to develop and implement solutions to these problems, (p.

74)
[A]s the school’s educational leader, the principal encourages
collaboration in identifying problems specific to the individual school
and
developing solutions critical to the promotion of student learning.
Directing the focus of the school on its mission of helping all children
learn at high levels of accomplishment, the principal recognizes
simultaneously that teachers are central figures in the development of
substantial human beings, (p. viii)
The role of the principal is to help the team understand that
improvement comes through solving real problems and the inquiry into
problems and efforts to solve them is the way in which educational
improvements are brought about, (p. 66)
"The greatest impact of efforts to improve is achieved by
focusing on one or two significant problems that interfere with the
learning of a considerable number of students (p. 9).
Tyler (1989) describes the manner in which principals collaboratively problem
solve by focusing on assessing student outcomes and using such data as a basis for
setting priorities, developing action plans with others to increase student learning,
providing active instructional support to teachers, monitoring teacher performance,
providing feedback and allocating resources. Tyler believes that helping teachers
increase student learning involves assisting teachers in providing the necessary
conditions for effective learning. To help teachers increase student learning, the
principal might encourage teachers to study those students who are having difficulties
and to identify the conditions that seriously affect their learning. The principal helping
teachers increase student learning, might also assist teachers in becoming more effective
at identifying and diagnosing learning problems, developing and implementing
solutions to problems the school is encountering in its efforts to educate all students,
and evaluating student learning progress.
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In Matters of Consequence. Tyler describes the purpose of public schools, what
he thinks they should look like, and the values that give shape to his vision. Within that
context he describes a process "that is likely to improve the effectiveness of the school
and help teachers improve their teaching" (p. 26) which in turn will increase student
learning. He suggests that efforts focus on improving the effectiveness of the school
rather than the effectiveness of individuals. His approach is to study a difficult problem
and to develop a plan to solve it. He recommends that the total staff of the school be
involved in identifying problems and difficulties the school is experiencing in helping
students to achieve at high levels. The team is lead by the principal and may be
expanded to include parents and community members. He suggests that both students
and the conditions that affect learning be studied, since teams very often find the
problem to be that all the necessary conditions for effective learning are not present.
After a problem has been identified, the team does a comprehensive problem analysis.
The next step in the problem-solving process is to search for solutions. The team is
... encouraged to look for and to suggest all of the possible solutions
that come to mind, and then to examine each one in an effort to decide
which one appears to be the most effective and feasible, (p. 29)
Once the solution or solutions are chosen, the team then develops a manageable plan
and implementation schedule. At this point, the principal or his designee will meet with
individuals or with small groups of teachers to identify new materials or equipment to
be obtained and skills to be developed. Since changes in people’s attitudes,
understanding and skills do not occur overnight, and since the average time to
implement a new program is approximately seven years, short term and long range
goals are developed. To ensure that efforts to improve teaching and learning are
92

effective, the entire staff must come to an agreement as to the evidence necessary to
determine whether the goals are being met, how often the assessment of progress will
occur and that the assessment results will be used to replan when necessary.
The principal’s role in developing the plan ... encourages ideas and
proposals from all members of the team, and participates with them
equally, (p. 73)
Progress made in the attainment of goals and in improving the effectiveness of
the school is recognized. The principal and others comment on and commend the
contributions made by individuals and groups at a brief awards ceremony possibly
during a faculty meeting.

Recognizing and Rewarding Good Work
According to Evans (1997), in most schools, recognition of accomplishments
happens infrequently or not at all. He suggests that veteran teachers who are dealing
with midlife and midcareer issues need more recognition, especially when they are
undertaking change. He stresses the importance of authentic leaders being active
cheerleaders and coaches, especially in the early stages of innovation when uncertainty
is high. He suggests that leaders reward any experiment or effort to explore the new
agenda, not just a favorable result. They also engage teachers to determine ways in
which the flow of appreciation is increased laterally. Deal and Peterson (1990) believe
that the principal is a shaper of school culture and that values and beliefs are at the heart
of school culture. They recommend that those who manifest the values of the
organization be "anointed and celebrated" and encourage principals to establish rituals
and ceremonies in which people celebrate the values of the organization. Values and
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core beliefs can be celebrated at faculty meetings by telling stories that emphasize those
values and beliefs and by honoring those who practice those beliefs and values.

Summary
The educational landscape has changed and principals can no longer do business
in the same way as they have in the past. In order to help teachers improve student
learning principals are altering their views of leadership and their approach to
management and leadership functions. Principals help teachers increase student
learning both directly and indirectly. Teachers perceive the behaviors, characteristics
and activities of strong instructional leaders as associated with: (1) providing necessary
resources to achieve the schools academic goals; (2) possessing knowledge and skill in
curriculum matters so that teachers perceive that their interactions with the principal
lead to increased student learning; (3) being a skilled communicator - communicating a
vision of the school and what it is trying to achieve; and (4) being a visible presence in
the classrooms and school.
The literature suggests that collaboratively building a values-driven, shared
vision of schools, helping the school community shape those values which become the
basis for shared decision making, creating conditions in which all students and staff can
learn, providing staff development opportunities that encourage teachers to reflect on
practice, involving parents and the community, leading the problem-solving process,
and recognizing and rewarding good work are some of the various ways elementary
school principals can help teachers increase student learning.
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Chapter Summary
The review of the literature serves as a conceptual base that supports the
importance of the research questions and the direction of the study. The review of the
literature was presented in four parts. First, a rationale for making the improvement of
teaching and learning the focus of all school improvement efforts was advanced. This
first section of the review suggests that there is little hope of improving schools unless
the improvement of teaching and learning is at the center of school improvement
activities. Second, the responsibilities and the on-the-job realities of the contemporary
elementary school principal were detailed. This section suggests that while expectations
have increased for principals, conflicting responsibilities and existing work conditions
make it difficult for principals to improve teaching and learning. Third, the importance
of principals making the improvement of teaching and learning a leadership priority was
presented. The implications of this section are that principals must shape their own
work lives if they are to improve schools. Fourth, the conceptual shift that is occurring
in leadership practice and examples of various ways principals directly and indirectly
help teachers increase student learning were explained. This final section suggests the
knowledge, skills and dispositions necessary to help teachers improve student
performance.
The next chapter of this study will present the design of the study and the
methodology utilized to obtain the data necessary to answer each research question.
The purpose of the chapter is to provide detailed information about the development,
field-testing and implementation of the methodology.
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CHAPTER 3

RESEARCH PROCEDURES

This chapter describes the methodology utilized in implementing the purpose of
the study. The methodology employed uses a questionnaire developed by the researcher
to determine (a) whether helping teachers improve student learning is the major focus of
elementary school principals; (b) the various approaches and activities elementary
school principals utilize to improve teaching and learning, and (c) the work conditions
needed for elementary school principals to more effectively help teachers improve
student achievement. The design of this exploratory and descriptive study consists of
two interrelated sections. First, the common aspects of the design that are applicable to
all three research questions that guide the study are described. Second, the
methodology detailing the specific steps taken to obtain the data necessary to answer
each research question is detailed.

General Aspects of the Design
The general design is divided into three interrelated parts: selection of subjects,
instrumentation and data collection process.

Selection of Subjects
There are about one thousand (1000) elementary principals in Massachusetts.
Six hundred and seventeen (617) elementary school principals are members of the
Massachusetts Elementary Principals' Association (MESPA). MESPA is the largest
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professional school administrators’ organization in Massachusetts. Formed in 1926,
MESPA seeks to promote the advancement of education for all children; the promotion
of professional standards of the principalship; and the improvement of the professional
status of the principal. It is one of the most prolific professional development
organizations in the state and is a Professional Development Provider (PDP) approved
by the Department of Education. The MESPA Certification Program was established in
1991 and provides participants with the knowledge, skills and dispositions needed to
meet requirements for principalship certification. It is the only program developed and
operated by a principals’ association in the United States. In 1993, in response to the
Education Reform Act, MESPA expanded its professional development offerings and
instituted The MESPA Recertification Program to meet recertification requirements for
principals.
The state of Massachusetts is divided into 14 counties representing urban,
suburban and rural communities across the state. The counties are: Barnstable,
Berkshire, Bristol, Dukes, Essex, Franklin, Hampden, Hampshire, Middlesex,
Nantucket, Norfolk, Plymouth, Suffolk, and Worcester. The MESPA data base treats
the counties of Barnstable, Dukes and Nantucket as one geographical location, making
12 geographical regions in all. The 14 counties in 12 geographical regions are listed
with the corresponding number of elementary schools in each geographical region. The
12 geographical regions are: Barnstable, Dukes & Nantucket, 28; Berkshire, 15; Bristol,
45; Essex, 61; Franklin, 9; Hampden, 44; Hampshire, 15; Middlesex, 135; Norfolk, 67;
Plymouth, 37; Suffolk, 77; and Worcester, 82.
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The data base for the present study was obtained from MESPA, and three
hundred and ten (310) elementary principals were randomly selected. A set of random
tables was used to ensure that all members of MESPA have an equal chance of being
included in the sample. Furthermore, the sample was selected randomly so that the
principals studied represent the larger population and results can be generalized to the
total population. Approximately fifty percent (50%) of the principals from each county
in the 12 geographical regions were selected. The elementary principals selected
randomly represent K-4, K-5, K-6, K-8 schools in urban, suburban and rural
communities. The number of principals randomly selected for each county was:
Barnstable, Dukes & Nantucket 14; Berkshire, 8; Bristol, 22; Essex, 31; Franklin, 6;
Hampden, 22; Hampshire, 9; Middlesex, 68; Norfolk, 34; Plymouth, 19; Suffolk, 38;
and Worcester, 39. When a low number of questionnaires were returned making it
questionable as to whether the data could be generalized to elementary school principals
across Massachusetts, a follow-up postcard requesting participation was mailed. After
the follow-up effort failed to generate a statistically significant number of responses, the
remaining 307 elementary principals in MESPA’s data base were sent questionnaires
and invited to participate in the study.

Instrumentation
A letter from Nadya Aswad Higgins, Executive Director of MESPA, introduced
the researcher and described the connection of this research to MESPA (see Appendix
A). A second letter from the researcher requesting participation, explained the study in
greater detail, guaranteed confidentiality, and indicated that the questionnaire would
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take approximately 30 minutes to complete (see Appendix B). The questionnaire was
created by the researcher to elicit responses that represent the perceptions of elementary
principals regarding their role in helping teachers increase student learning (see
Appendix C). The questionnaire was designed to be self administered and contains
clear and concise directions for responding to different groups of questions. The
questionnaire includes questions about helping teachers increase student learning; the
various ways they do so and what they perceive they need in their work setting to help
teachers increase student learning. The questionnaire contains a total of twenty (20)
questions. Seven of the questions ask participants to respond by using a four point
scale. On these scales #1 is highest and #4 is lowest. Two of the questions ask
participants to respond to a range of percentages. The percentages range from 10
percent to 100 percent in increments of ten. Five open-ended questions were used to
provide principals with the freedom to respond in their own words. Six questions ask
participants to respond by circling the response that best describes their school.
Of the twenty questions, eight were designed to determine the extent to which
principals viewed helping teachers increase student learning to be a leadership priority.
Three questions were developed to determine the various ways principals help teachers
improve student learning. Three questions were designed to determine what principals
perceive they need to help teachers increase student learning. Six of the questions deal
with school demographics.
The questionnaire and procedures for administering the questionnaire were field
tested with 3 members of MESPA’s Board of Directors and 3 doctoral students. This
provided an opportunity to perfect questions and improve the face validity of the
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questionnaire. It also helped to establish whether the directions were clear and served to
assess the probability that what was being asked was likely to be understood. After
conversation with dissertation committee members, additional questions designed to
generate additional data were developed. At a follow-up meeting with MESPA Board
of Directors held at MESPA headquarters in Marlboro, members were asked to respond
to the questionnaire. Graduate students met at the office of the National Coalition for
Equality in Learning at the University of Massachusetts in Amherst. Both groups were
asked to indicate any ambiguous statements, unclear wording or directions, and any
other factors that they saw as problematic. As a result of feedback received,
adjustments to the directions given in the questionnaire were made. Based on
information gleaned from the research and literature review, two additional questions
were developed to capture the various ways principals help teachers increase student
learning. In order to get further infonnation after the questionnaire had been returned,
participants were asked to indicate on the consent form, if they would be willing to
participate in a follow-up telephone interview (see Appendix D).

Data Collection Process
In May 1996, a master list and labels of the names and addresses of all
elementary school principals in Massachusetts who were MESPA members was
obtained from MESPA. Approximately fifty percent (50%) of the principals were
randomly selected from the data base master list. Each selected participant was given a
number from 1 to 310. The number was hand written in the lower right hand comer of
the last page of each questionnaire. During the second week of June 1996, the
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questionnaire was mailed to elementary school principals. A 9" x 12" envelope
containing a letter of introduction (see Appendix A), a letter requesting participation
(see Appendix B), the questionnaire (see Appendix C), a consent form (see Appendix
D), and a self-addressed stamped envelope for their responses were sent to the 310
MESPA principals selected to join this research study.
As questionnaires were returned in mid June 1996, the number code of each
participant which had been placed on the questionnaire was noted. The corresponding
name and number was crossed off the master mailing list. The questionnaires were
marked with the date received. The number code, date received, county and the
responses of each participant to each question were entered into a ClarisWorks 4.0
database that was created to parallel the questionnaire format. Questions unanswered by
respondents were marked with an "x." Those who indicated on the consent formed that
they would be willing to participate in a follow-up telephone interview were noted.
Of the 310 principals randomly selected from the list of 617, the expectation was
that 100 would reply. When only 38 principals had responded by mid July, the
researcher sent a post card to the selected participants who had not replied, asking them
to consider responding (Appendix E). Five principals responded to the post card
request, bringing the number of participants to a total of 43 (7.2%). Since the
questionnaire was sent out just prior to the end of school, traditionally a very busy time
of year, and the follow-up postcard was sent during the summer, when many principals
are on vacation, hope still remained that additional principals would respond to the
questionnaire when they returned to their office in the fall. September is also a busy
time for principals, and a decision was made to wait until October for additional
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responses. By mid-October, it became clear that there would be no further responses to
the questionnaire. In November, the remaining 307 elementary principals in MESPA’s
database were sent the questionnaire and invited to participate in the study. Each of the
remaining elementary principals was assigned a code number which was written next to
their name on the MESPA master list. The code numbers, ranging from 311 to 617,
were also hand written in the lower right hand comer of the last page of each
questionnaire. Each county therefore contains two sets of code numbers; the first set
represents the first group of principals invited to join the study and the second set
represents the remaining principals in the MESPA data base. The code numbers
according to county and geographical regions are as follows: Barnstable, Dukes and
Nantucket, 1-14, 311-324; Berkshire, 15-22, 325-331; Bristol, 23-44, 332-354; Essex,
45-75, 355-384; Franklin, 76-81, 385-387; Hampden, 82-103, 388-410; Hampshire,
104-112,411-417; Middlesex, 113-180, 418-483; Norfolk, 181-214, 484-516;
Plymouth, 215-233, 517-535; Suffolk, 234-271, 536-575; and Worcester, 272-310, 576617.
In order to obtain additional data that would help answer questions raised by
responses to the questionnaire mailed to participants and in lieu of follow-up telephone
interviews, elementary school principals were asked to respond to a questionnaire
containing four open ended questions at the MESPA Spring Conference in Hyannis in
May 1997 (Appendix F). At an evening session, principals were asked the same
questions. The data received were entered into a Macintosh computer using
ClarisWorks 4.0 software.
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Methodology
In the second part of the design for the present study, specific approaches used to
obtain the data to answer each research question are explained. Each research question
is stated and the specific steps taken to answer the question are detailed.

Research Question #1
To what extent do elementary school principals consider helping teachers
increase student learning to be a leadership priority? Eight questions were used to
determine the extent to which elementary school principals perceive helping teachers
increase student learning to be a leadership priority. Question #1 on the questionnaire,
"What priority do you give to helping teachers increase student learning?,” asked
principals to respond on a four point scale. Number 1 on this 4 point scale indicates
very high priority and number 4 indicates very low priority. The number of responses
to each number on the four point scale was totaled and the percentage of principals that
circled each number was recorded. The number of principals who responded withl or 2
on the four point scale were added together to determine the overall average for "high"
responses. The number of principals who responded with 3 or 4 was added together to
determine the overall average for "low" responses. The percentage of principals
responding with each point on the 4 point scale is reported in chart form. The "high"
and "low" groups are reported in bar graph form. Question #2 asks principals to what
extent they think other elementary school principals would consider helping teachers
increase student learning to be a leadership priority. The question was framed with
consideration for the fact that some principals might be reticent to state how they feel
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and that they might be more apt to give their opinion if asked how they think their
colleagues would respond. Totals and percentages were arrived at using the same
process described for question #1 of the questionnaire, and are reported using tables and
bar graphs.
What principals value is a determinant of leadership behavior. The extent to
which principals consider helping teachers to be a leadership priority may be measured
in part by whether principals choose to participate in ongoing inservice education to
learn how to help teachers increase student learning or whether they choose to spend
their time learning about administrative aspects of being principal. Questions #3 and
#4 are designed to determine which of these two emphases elementary school principals
value more. Totals and percentages were arrived at using the same process described
for question #1 of the questionnaire and are reported using tables and bar graphs.
Question #5, which is open-ended, asks principals to state the reasons they consider
helping teachers increase student learning to be a leadership priority. Responses were
entered into the computer data base. The researcher looked for patterns among the
responses and similar responses were grouped into categories. Responses were
examined and connections to other questions asked were noted. A table is used to
report the percentages of principals responding to each category.
What principals consider important is a determinant of how they spend their
time. How principals choose to spend their time and how they would prefer to spend
their time is an indication of the extent to which principals consider helping teachers
increase student learning to be a leadership priority. Question #6 was designed to
determine the amount of time principals spend on helping teachers increase student
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learning and how much time they spend on administrative aspects of the job. Question
#7 was developed to determine how principals would spend their time if given the
choice. Both questions use a ten point scale to register the percentage of time principals
spend administering and helping teachers increase student learning. The responses to
the ten point range of percentages were grouped into two categories, Administration
and Helping Teachers. The number of principals who responded to each percentage in
each category was totaled. The percentage of principals in each category was calculated
and illustrated using tables and bar graphs. The percentages of principals who
responded to the "how they spend their time" question and "how they would prefer to
spend their time" question were compared and illustrated using a bar graph.
Conclusions as to the extent to which elementary school principals consider helping
teachers to be a leadership priority were drawn.

Research Question #2
What do elementary school principals report are the various ways they are
helping teachers increase student learning? Two questions were developed to gather
data regarding the various ways elementary school principals help teachers improve
student learning. Question #8 asks principals to respond to an open ended question in
which they list the various ways they are helping teachers increase student learning.
Responses were entered into the computer data base. The researcher looked for patterns
among the responses and similar responses were grouped into categories. The number
of ways principals report to be helping teachers increase student learning are tota;ed and
used as a quantitative indication of the extent to which principals help teachers increase
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student learning. Tables and bar graphs are used to report the number of ways and the
percentage of principals that responded in each category. Question #9 lists leadership
behaviors identified in the literature as ways principals help teachers. Principals were
asked to respond using a 4-point scale in three categories: importance, frequency of
utilization and effectiveness. Totals and percentages were arrived at using the same
process described for question #1 of the questionnaire. The number of "high" responses
to leadership behaviors was also used as a quantitative indication of the extent to which
principals help teachers improve student performance. Tables and graphs are used to
report (a) the various ways principals consider to be most important and least important;
(b) those behaviors used most often and least frequently, and; (c) those considered to be
most and least effective in helping teachers increase student learning. Question #10 and
Question #11 (see below) were referenced to see if the examples principals listed as
most satisfying or least satisfying experiences might contain examples of ways
principals help teachers increase student learning. Conclusions as to the degree to
which principals help teachers increase student learning were drawn.

Research Question #3
What work conditions do elementary school principals perceive they need to be
more effective at helping teachers increase student learning? Question #10 and #11
asked principals to list one or two experiences in which they felt most effective and not
as effective as they would like to have been in helping teachers increase student
learning. Patterns and connections between the responses were noted. Responses were
grouped into categories and entered into the computer data base. Questions #10 and
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#11 were compared to determine whether experiences listed by some principals as most
satisfying were considered least satisfying by other principals and visa versa. Question
#10 and Question #11 were cross-referenced to see if the examples principals listed as
most satisfying or least satisfying experiences might indicate changes they would like in
their current work load or describe conditions they perceive they need in order to help
teachers increase student learning. As mentioned above, the number of satisfying
experiences were also examined to determine if there were any new ways that might be
added to the list of ways principals help teachers.
Question #12 asked principals to use a 4 point scale to describe their perceptions
of their effectiveness in helping teachers. Question #13 asked principals to use a 4 point
scale to describe how teachers they have worked with would explain principals’
helpfulness in assisting them in the process of increasing student learning. Totals and
percentages for questions #12 and #13 were arrived at using the same process described
for Question #1 of the questionnaire. Question #14 asked principals to respond to an
open ended question in which they suggest any changes that they believe should be
made in their current work load so that they are better able to help teachers increase
student learning. Patterns and connections between the responses were noted. Similar
responses were grouped into categories and entered into the computer data base. The
number of changes suggested was also examined to determine if there were any new
ways that might be added to the list of ways principals help teachers. The responses are
listed and the percentages of principals in each category were reported in chart form.
Questions #15-20 are concerned with demographics. Demographic data may
indicate factors contributing to or inhibiting principals’ efforts to help teachers increase
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student learning. Some data may also indicate possible changes in the current work
load of principals that would allow them to be able to help teachers increase student
learning. Question #15 asked principals to indicate the number of students in their
school; question #16, the number of teachers; question #17, the percentage of the
student population that is constituted by minorities; question #18, the type of
community; question #19, the personnel available to help principals; and question #20,
the school budget. Participants were asked to respond to each question by circling the
response that best describes their school. The number of responses and the percentages
of principals responding to each category in each question #15-20 is reported in chart
form. Demographic data will also be examined by county. Conclusions were drawn as
to the kinds of changes in current work-load that principals think would help them
better assist teachers in helping students improve their learning.

Chapter Summary
This exploratory and descriptive study was divided into two major interrelated
parts. First, the common aspects of the design applicable to all three research questions
guiding the study were described. Second, the methodology detailing the specific steps
taken to obtain the data necessary to answer each research question was detailed. In the
next chapter of this study, the data obtained are examined and analyzed following each
research question.

108

CHAPTER 4

ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS OF DATA

In this chapter, the data collected are presented and analyzed. The chapter is
divided into two major parts: description of sample and perceptions of principals. In
part one, description of sample, an overview of the demographic data reported by
elementary school principals across Massachusetts, are presented. Tables and bar
graphs are used to display data generated by each question, as well as summarize
demographic data.
For the second part of the chapter, perceptions of principals, the three research
questions that guide this study provide the organizing framework. Tables and bar
graphs are often used to summarize data for each research question. A summary of the
findings concludes the chapter.

Description of Sample
A total of one hundred and nine (109) elementary school principals out of a
possible six hundred and seventeen (617), or seventeen percent (17.6%) responded to
the questionnaire. The number of responses in each of the twelve (12) geographical
locations across the state are listed as follows: Barnstable, Dukes & Nantucket, 8 of 28
(28.5%); Berkshire, 2 of 15 (13.3 %); Bristol, 9 of 45 (20%); Essex, 10 of 61 (16.3%);
Franklin, 0 of 9 (0%); Hampden, 8 of 44 (18.2%); Hampshire, 5 of 15 (33%);
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Middlesex, 20 of 135 (14.9%); Norfolk, 13 of 67(10.9%); Plymouth, 7 of 37 (10.8%);
Suffolk, 7 of 77 (9%); and Worcester, 15 of 82 (10.8%).

Research Questions

Research Question #1
To what extent do elementary school principals consider helping teachers
increase student learning to be a leadership priority? A majority (88%) of elementary
school principals consider helping teachers increase student learning to be a very high
priority (see Figure 1). Respondents are often reticent to give candid answers about
themselves and are more likely to provide answers describing the perceptions of
colleagues that also closely match their perceptions. Data collected reveals that
elementary school principals (57%) also believe that other elementary school principals
view helping teachers increase student learning to be a very high priority (see Figure 2).
When asked to describe their level of participation in ongoing inservice
education opportunities designed to help principals help teachers increase student
learning, fifty-one percent (51%) described their participation to be at a very high level
(see Figure 3). Forty-four percent (44%) described their participation in ongoing
inservice education opportunities in administrative aspects of the job, to be at a very
high level (see Figure 4).
The results indicate that principals do not seem to value inservice opportunities
in helping teachers increase student learning more than inservice opportunities in
administrative aspects of being principal and vice versa. In other words, there is no
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The Priority Elementary School Principals Give to Helping Teachers Increase Student
Learning

Figure 1. The Priority Elementary School Principals Give to Helping Teachers Increase
Student Learning
The Priority Principals Believe Other Principals Would Give To Helping Teachers

Figure 2. The Priority Principals Believe Other Principals Would Give to Helping
Teachers Increase Student Learning
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Participation in Ongoing Inservice Education to Help Teachers Increase Student Learning

Figure 3. Participation in Ongoing Inservice Education to Help Teachers Increase
Student Learning
Participation in Ongoing Inservice Education in Administrative Responsibilities

Figure 4. Participation in Ongoing Inservice Education in Administrative
Responsibilities
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appreciable difference in the type of inservice opportunities principals choose to
undertake. It is therefore reasonable to wonder if perhaps principals do not see helping
teachers increase student learning as a higher priority than fulfilling administrative
aspects of being principal (see Figure 5).

Participation In Ongoing Inservice Education: Helping Teachers vs. Administration

a
c

o

Very High

High

Low

Very Low

Figure 5. A Comparison of the Percentage of Time Principals Spend Participating in
Ongoing Inservice Education in Learning How to Help Teachers and the Percentage of
Time They Spend Learning Administrative Aspects of Being Principal
Participants were asked to list and explain the reasons they consider helping
teachers to be a high or low leadership or low leadership priority. All respondents
included reasons principals consider helping teachers to be a high leadership priority.
Not a single principal listed reasons they consider helping teachers to be a low
leadership priority. However, approximately three percent (3%) stated that due to
administrative "stuff," they often get side-tracked and do not give as much time to
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helping teachers as they would like. Fourteen percent (14%) of the respondents chose
not to answer the question.
Participants were asked to list and explain the reasons they consider helping
teachers to be a high or low leadership or low leadership priority. All respondents
included reasons principals consider helping teachers to be a high leadership priority.
Not a single principal listed reasons they consider helping teachers to be a low
leadership priority. However, approximately three percent (3%) stated that due to
administrative "stuff', they often get side-tracked and do not give as much time to
helping teachers as they would like. Fourteen percent (14%) of the respondents chose
not to answer the question.
The reasons principals consider helping teachers to be a high leadership priority
fell into the following broad categories: (a) student learning is the purpose of schools;
(b) the mission of the principal is to help teachers increase student learning; and (c)
helping teachers increase student learning is key to school improvement. Examples
given by principals in each category are quoted below.
Student learning is the purpose of schools:
•

"Student learning is the reason that public schools exist."

•

"Increasing student learning is what school is all about. All efforts
should be made to accomplish this."

•

"It is the most essential task of schools. It therefore should be the
highest priority item."
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The mission of the principal is to improve student learning:
•

"The mission of helping teachers increase student learning is the most
important aspect of our job."

•

"Improve the teaching, you improve the learning."

•

"... the only way we can raise the academic achievement of all children is
by helping teachers teach."

•

"The essence of supervision is the improvement of instructional skills
and consequently student learning."

•

"We are the instructional leaders. It is the essence of our work (or should
be!)"

Helping teachers improve student learning is key to school improvement:
•

"Our job currently calls for us to raise the academic achievement of all
children and the only way this can be accomplished is by helping
teachers teach."

•

"The success of a school is directly related to student achievement
raising academic achievement is accomplished by helping teachers."

•

"The Education Reform Act holds building principals responsible for
learning outcomes at their buildings."

Miscellaneous responses include:
•

"There have been many changes in our society and expectations that the
public has for schools."

•

"public demand for accountability."

•

"the number one priority of our current superintendent."
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•

"I want to see positive educational experiences at my building"

•

"part of my School Improvement Plan."

•

"Parents will support the local school budget if teachers are providing a
challenging program for their children."

•

"I feel that teachers cannot handle all aspects of teaching by themselves.
A support system needs to be in place for teachers when assistance is
needed."

•

"helping teachers demonstrates a commitment to student learning."

•

"enhances the image of the principal."

•

"Unless teachers experience an observable level of growth from their
students, their perceptions of success will be diminished. Ultimately,
this will be the barometer by which our own effectiveness will be noted.
Promoting strong teaching skills advances staff perceptions of our
leadership as well."

Regardless of the wide variety of responses, the responses indicate that the
majority of elementary principals perceive their primary mission to be that of engaging
teachers in the improvement of schools and that they consider helping teachers increase
student learning to be an important leadership priority.
When asked to describe the average amount of time each week engaged in
administrative aspects of the job and helping teachers increase student learning,
principals reported that they spend more time managing than helping teachers. For
example, the largest percentage of principals (34%) spend 70% of their time on
administration and 30% helping teachers. Twelve percent (12%) reported that they
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currently spend 50% of their time on both. Only one principal out of 109 indicated that
administration was more important than helping teachers increase student achievement
(see Figure 6).
The Percentage of Time Principals Currently Spend Helping Teachers Increase
Student Learning

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

80*

70%

80%

90%

100%

Figure 6. The Percentage of Time Principals Currently Spend Helping Teachers
Increase Student Learning

When asked to describe the amount of time they would ideally like to spend on
administrative aspects and in helping teachers increase student learning, the responses
of elementary principals stands in sharp contrast to how they actually spend their time.
Twenty-eight percent (28%) of principals would prefer to spend 20% of their time on
administration and 80% of their time helping teachers. The next highest percentage
(22%), would prefer to spend thirty percent (30%) of their time on administration.
Twenty percent (20%) of principals would choose to spend an equal amount of time on
administration and helping teachers.
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A comparison of the percentage of time elementary school principals currently
spend and would ideally spend on administration reveals that the largest percentage of
principals (34%) currently spend 70% of their time on administration and 30% of their
time helping teachers (see Figure 7). Given the choice, however, the largest percentage
of principals (28%) would ideally prefer to spend 20% of their time on administration
and 80% helping teachers increase learning. These results clearly indicate that

The Percentage of Time Principals Help Teachers: Current vs. Ideal
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Figure 7. A Comparison of the Percentage of Time Principals Currently Help Teachers
Increase Student Learning and the Amount of Time They Would Ideally Like to Spend
Helping Teachers
principals view helping teachers increase student learning to be a more important
priority than administrative aspects of their job.
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Table 1 captures the results of the first four questions and summarizes the
priority principals give to helping teachers increase student learning. It lists the
percentage of principals that responded to each point along the four-point rating scale.
Table 1
The Priority Principals Give to Helping Teachers Increase Student Learning
Percentage of Principals
Very
High

Very
Low

1

2

3

Priority of principals rating
themselves

88

10

2

Priority of principals rating their
colleagues

57

38

5

0

50

36

8

4

44

34

18

3

4

0

Participation in "helping teachers"
inservice opportunities

Participation in "administrative"
inservice opportunities

The number of ways principals help teachers increase student learning may be
thought of as a quantitative indicator of the extent to which they consider helping
teachers to be a priority. Examples principals listed fell into three general categories:
(a) providing resources; (b) providing feedback; and (c) communicating. When asked to
list as many examples as they could think of, the number of examples provided by
elementary principals ranged from 0 to 11. Eleven percent (11%) left the space blank
and did not identify ways they help teachers increase student learning. On average,
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principals provided five (5.4) examples of ways elementary principals help teachers
increase student learning (see Table 2). Given the relatively large number of examples
provided by principals it is reasonable to assume that elementary principals consider
helping teachers to be an important priority.

Table 2
The Number of Ways Principals Reported They Help Teachers
Number of ways reported by principals

Percentage of Principals (%)

0

11

1-2

5

3-5

31

6-9

45

10+

8

Summary of the Leadership Priorities of Elementary School Principals.
Elementary school principals overwhelmingly indicated that they consider helping
teachers increase student learning to be an important leadership priority. However,
these data reveal that principals do not spend the amount of time they would like to
spend on helping teachers increase student learning. It is therefore reasonable to
conclude that the espoused beliefs of elementary school principals does not match their
practice.
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Research Question #2
What do elementary school principals report are the various ways they are
helping teachers increase student learning? Elementary school principals were asked to
list the various ways they help teachers increase student learning. Participants in the
study were also a provided a list of examples of the various ways principals assist
teachers and asked to rate the examples in terms of the extent to which they perceived
each example to be important, the degree to which they employed each example and the
extent to which they felt they were effective in helping teachers increase student
learning. The examples provided were culled from research studies and the literature on
leadership behavior and the various ways principals help teachers increase student
learning. Responses to two additional questions (#’s 10 and 11) were referenced to see
if most satisfying and least satisfying experiences identified by principals contained
additional ways elementary school principals help teachers improve student
performance.
Principals listed providing (a) resources such as articles, materials, and time to
work together; (b) building-based staff development opportunities as well as attendance
at workshops and conferences, and (c) supervising and evaluating instruction as the top
three activities they use to help teachers increase student learning. Additional ways
principals help teachers were grouped into the following categories: meeting with
teachers, improving teaching and learning conditions, building and encouraging parent
involvement, and communicating mission, vision and expectations to students, teachers
and parents.. Eleven percent (11%) did not answer the question.

121

From the provided list of examples of the various ways principals assist
teachers, elementary school principals perceived the following three examples as the
most important ways they help teachers increase student learning: Eighty-six percent
(86%) of the principals gave "promoting teamwork and collaboration'1 the highest
rating. Seventy-nine percent (79%) identified "supporting opportunities for inservice
education for teachers" as the second most important. "[Providing resources for new
approaches to teaching" and "encouraging experimentation" (71%) tied for third place
as the most important way principals help teachers. Sixty-one percent (61%) rated
"promoting teamwork and collaboration" as the most often used approach. Forty-seven
percent (47%) of the respondents considered themselves to be most effective in
"promoting teamwork and collaboration." Thirty-nine percent (39%) considered
"providing resources for new approaches to teaching" to be the second most effective
way to help teachers improve student performance.
Table 3 reports the percentages of principals that perceive the examples provided
in the questionnaire to be most and least important.
While the literature identifies "leading the renewal of curriculum and
instruction" as an important "instructional leader" function, and sixty-one percent (61%)
of the principals in this study identified this function as important, only eighteen percent
(18%) did so with frequency and only twenty-eight percent (28%) saw themselves as
effective in using it as a means to helping teachers improve student performance. An
important component of supervision and evaluation is providing teachers with "growth
oriented feedback." Fifty-nine percent (59%) saw it as an important component but

122

Table 3
The Listed Examples Principals Perceived to be the Most and
Least Important
The listed examples principals perceived to be most
important & least important

Percentage (%) of principals

promote teamwork and collaboration

86

support opportunities for inservice education for
teachers

79

provide resources for new approaches to teaching

71

encourage experimentation

71

stimulate the problem-solving process

45

motivate teachers through encouragement and praise

44

help teachers to establish performance goals

44

help teachers to evaluate student progress

42

only approximately one quarter (27%) of the principals did it frequently and saw it as
effective. This confirms findings elsewhere in this study that principals are unable to
fulfill aspects of leadership responsibilities frequently and effectively. Components
identified in the literature as important ways of helping teachers improve student
learning, including helping teachers "identify conditions that facilitate and impede
learning," helping teachers "identify and diagnose student learning problems",
"stimulating the problem-solving process", "helping teachers develop and implement
solutions to student learning problems" and "evaluating student learning problems"
were only used frequently by approximately one in four of the principals polled and
viewed as effective by the same percentage (approximately 25%). Only forty-four
percent (44%) of the principals polled gave "helping teachers establish performance
goals" the highest rating, making it the second least important way they perceive they
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help teachers improve student learning. Forty-two percent (42%) gave helping teachers
to evaluate student progress the highest rating, making it the least important way
principals perceive they help teachers.
Table 4 reports the percentages of principals that perceive the examples provided
in the questionnaire to be most frequently used.

Table 4
The Most Frequently Used Listed Examples
The frequency of utilization of the listed examples
principals consider to be important or unimportant

Percentage (%) of principals

promote teamwork and collaboration

61

support opportunities for inservice education for teachers

51

provide resources for new approaches to teaching

42

encourage experimentation

40

stimulate the problem-solving process

23

motivate teachers through encouragement and praise

25

help teachers to establish performance goals

43

help teachers to evaluate student progress

20

In terms of frequency of utilization, sixty-one percent (61%) gave "promoting
teamwork and collaboration" the highest rating. Fifty-one percent (51%) gave
"supporting opportunities for inservice education for teachers" the highest rating in the
"frequency of utilization" category. Only seventeen percent (17%) gave "encouraging
teachers to reflect on their practice" the highest rating, making it the least utilized way
principals help teachers improve teacher and student performance. In the case of
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"effectiveness" in utilization of various ways to help teachers increase student learning,
forty-seven percent (47%) of the respondents considered themselves to be most
effective in promoting teamwork and collaboration. Thirty-nine percent (39%)
considered providing resources for new approaches to teaching to be the second most
effective way to help teachers improve student performance. Thirty-eight percent (38%)
considered encouraging experimentation to be the third most effective way to help
teachers. Thirty-seven percent (37%) considered "motivating teachers through
encouragement and praise" to be the fourth most effective way to help teachers. Only
twelve percent (12%) gave "sharing research and proven practice" the highest rating,
making it the least effective of the listed examples of ways principals may help teachers
increase student learning.
In the listed examples of ways principals help teachers, promoting teamwork and
collaboration (61%) and supporting opportunities for inservice education for teachers
(51%) were given the highest rating in the category of "frequency of utilization." An
examination of the data reveals that principals, in fact, utilize ways they consider
important with a high degree of frequency. It is interesting to note that while fifty-four
percent (54%) considered "sharing research and proven practice" to be important, fifty
percent (50%) did so frequently. This is particularly telling in that only twelve percent
(12%) considered it to be a highly effective practice. A low percentage of principals
considered helping teachers evaluate student progress to be important (42%) and used it
frequently (20%). Likewise, low percentages of principals (17%) considered this to be
an effective way to help teachers. Principals perceived helping teachers establish
performance goals to be the second least important way they help teachers. Their
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perception is reflected in the low percentage of principals (17%) who indicated that
helping teachers establish performance goals is an effective way to help teachers.
In the present study, staff development and providing resources were included as
the most frequently given responses to both open-ended questions (#8 & #9) in the
questionnaire. Professional development examples described include: arranging
in-house workshops; sending teachers to conferences; scheduling visitations to
classrooms within the school and to other schools within and outside the school district;
leading workshops for teachers; and participating with teachers in workshops and
conferences. Providing resources included: scheduling common planning time for
grade level collaboration during the school day; arranging for coverage by hiring
substitute teachers; distributing research articles; purchasing materials and equipment;
writing grants; and demonstrating lessons.
Table 5 reports the percentages of principals that perceive the examples provided
in the questionnaire to be most effective.
Other responses were grouped into the following categories: supervision,
meeting with teachers; improving teaching and learning conditions; encouraging and
building parent involvement; and communication. Supervision includes: being a visible
presence in and around the school; visiting classrooms to observe, encourage and
acknowledge good teacher and student work; and providing feedback at pre-and post
goal setting conferences. Meeting with teachers includes: facilitating study groups to
review curriculum and develop units of instruction; reviewing test scores and other data;
leading the problem-solving process; attending and participating in child study, special
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Table 5
The Examples Principals Consider to Be Most Effective
The extent to which principals perceive the listed
examples to be effective

percentage (%) of principals

promote teamwork and collaboration

47

support opportunities for inservice education for
teachers

33

provide resources for new approaches to teaching

39

encourage experimentation

38

stimulate the problem-solving process

24

motivate teachers through encouragement and praise

17

help teachers to establish performance goals

43

help teachers to evaluate student progress

20

education, and grade level meetings; leading faculty meetings; and listening and
reflecting. Improving teaching and learning conditions includes: creating a positive
culture; minimizing distractions; encouraging collegiality and risk taking; and enforcing
student discipline. Only two people listed "small class size" as an important way to
help teachers. Encouraging and building parent involvement includes: inviting parents
to be volunteers, become members of the School Council or Parent-Teacher
Organization and visit classrooms; and informing parents about new curriculum and
instruction practices through newsletters. Educating parents by providing them with
educational experiences related to school programs and parenting skills and conducting
home visits were not mentioned. Communication includes: stating vision, mission, high
expectations, and direction; encouraging team work and collaboration; and informing
parents and the media about successful practices.
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Table 6 compares the examples of various ways principals help teachers increase
student learning provided in the questionnaire.
Table 7 prioritizes, in order of most important to least important, the examples
of various ways principals help teachers increase student learning that principals
identified from a list of behaviors and activities provided in the questionnaire. It
compares and contrasts the percentage of principals responding in terms of frequency of
utilization and effectiveness with the most important and least important examples of
various ways principals help teachers increase student learning.
In order to identify the maximum number of ways principals help teachers
improve the performance of students, question #10 in which principals were asked to
list one or two of their most satisfying experiences in helping teachers increase student
learning was referenced. The most satisfying experiences identified included: meeting
with teachers; implementing curriculum and instructional changes; providing
professional development opportunities; developing schedules so that adults within the
school community have opportunities to work together; and modeling lessons and
providing resources. More specificity is provided below in the analysis of the data
guided by research question #3. No new examples of approaches to helping teachers
were revealed by question #10. However, the question did serve to reinforce leadership
approaches identified earlier by participants and in the research and literature review.
Question #11, in which principals were asked to list one or two of their least
satisfying experiences in helping teachers increase student learning, was referenced to
help identify the maximum number of ways principals help teachers improve the

128

39
47
38

57
44
59
86

44

encourage teachers to reflect on their practice

help teachers to establish performance goals

provide growth-oriented feedback

promote teamwork and collaboration

motivate teachers through encouragement and
praise
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Table 7
A Comparison of The Prioritized Examples
of The Various Ways Principals Help Teachers Increase Student Learning
Frequency of
Prioritized Examples of Ways

Importance

Utilization

Effectiveness

Principals Help Teachers

%

%

%

promote teamwork and collaboration

86

61

47

support opportunities for inservice education
for teachers

79

51

33

provide resources for new approaches to
teaching

71

42

39

encourage experimentation

71

40

38

lead the renewal of curriculum & instruction

59

27

27

provide growth-oriented feedback

59

40

28

encourage teachers to interact with parents and
the community to address student learning
needs

59

40

28

identify conditions that facilitate and impede
student learning

57

20

19

encourage teachers to reflect on their practice

57

17

23

help teachers to identify and diagnose student
learning problems

56

28

27

share research and proven practice

54

50

12

model a desired skill or behavior

52

20

24

assist teachers to develop and implement
solutions

49

18

23

stimulate the problem-solving process

45

23

24

motivate teachers through encouragement and
praise

44

25

17

help teachers to establish performance goals

44

43

43

help teachers to evaluate student progress

42

20

20

performance of students. The least satisfying experiences identified by respondents
include resistance to corrective feedback; research distributed to influence current
practice; and the implementation of curriculum and instructional practice suggested at
building based staff development sessions.
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Summary of the Wavs Elementary School Principals Help Teachers. When
given the opportunity, in open-ended questions, principals most frequently identified
providing resources such as articles, materials and time; providing staff development
opportunities; facilitating meetings with teachers; communicating vision and
expectations; encouraging parent involvement; supervising and evaluating instruction;
and altering culture, teaching & learning conditions, as examples of the various ways
they help teachers increase student learning.
In responding to a list of provided examples of various ways elementary school
principals currently help teachers increase student learning, most participants considered
the provided list of ways to help teachers to be "important." Principals rated promoting
teamwork and collaboration; supporting opportunities for inservice education for
teachers; providing resources for new approaches to teaching; and encouraging
experimentation as the most important ways they help teachers. While principals rated
leading the renewal of curriculum and instruction as fifth most important, the lowest
percentage of principals used it frequently. Helping teachers develop and implement
solutions to student learning problems received the same low rating for frequency of
utilization. Principals viewed assisting teachers in evaluating student progress,
motivating teachers through encouragement and praise and helping teachers to identify
and diagnose student learning problems as leadership behaviors with which they
perceived themselves to be least effective.
Some of the leadership behaviors with which principals directly help teachers
increase student performance identified in the literature and listed in the questionnaire
were seen as less important than others, were not used frequently, and were not viewed
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as effective by participants in this study. The approaches or behaviors that received low
ratings included: helping teachers identify conditions that facilitate or impede student
learning; helping teachers identify and diagnose student learning problems; stimulating
the problem-solving process; assisting teachers in developing and implementing
solutions; motivating teachers through encouragement; helping teachers to establish
performance goals; and helping teachers to evaluate student progress.

Research Question #3
What work conditions do elementary school principals perceive they need to be
more effective at helping teachers increase student learning? Principals were asked to
list one or two of their most satisfying leadership experiences in which they felt most
effective in helping teachers increase student learning. They were also asked to list one
or two of their least satisfying leadership experiences in which they felt most effective
in helping teachers increase student learning. Two additional questions (#12 and #13)
were designed to determine the helpfulness of elementary school principals through
self-evaluation and their perceived evaluation by the teachers with whom they work. In
another question (#14), principals were asked to describe as many changes as they could
think of that should be made in their current work load so that they could be better able
to help teachers increase student learning.
The most satisfying experiences identified by principals have been grouped in
the following categories: meeting with teachers; implementing programs; providing
professional development opportunities; scheduling; modeling lessons; and providing
resources. Thirteen percent (12.8%) of the respondents chose not to respond to the first
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question (#10). Meeting with teachers includes: working one-to-one and in groups by
engaging in dialogue about teaching and learning; encouraging experimentation;
establishing goal; planning instruction and curriculum; gathering data; problem-solving
in child study groups; collaborative action research groups; and teacher support teams.
Implementing Curriculum and Instruction Changes involves instituting a number of
programs currently identified in the research literature as effective. Examples of
programs identified by respondents: include: looping; cooperative learning; portfolio
assessment; mentoring; inclusion of special education students in the regular classroom;
peer coaching; improving instructional practice ("The Skillful Teacher"), Gardner’s 7
Intelligences, and hands-on math and science activities provided by the PALMS and
AIMS programs. Providing Professional Development Opportunities involves
arranging and teaching inservice course work, summer workshops, and establishing
teacher study groups. Scheduling common planning time so that teachers have
opportunities to collaborate and being able to minimize classroom interruptions were
listed as satisfying experiences by elementary school principals. Modeling lessons by
teaching a lesson or co-teaching with classroom teachers and Providing Resources such
as articles to read, teaching materials, equipment, additional personnel, staff
development and time to meet with colleagues were also identified as experiences that
principals found to be satisfying.
Principals were asked to list one or two of their least satisfying experiences
(question #11 of the questionnaire) in which they did not feel as effective as they would
have liked in helping teachers increase student learning. Twenty-three percent (22.9%)
chose not to respond. The least satisfying experiences identified by respondents have
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been grouped into three categories: helping change the practice of teachers, providing
supportive resources and professional development. Principals stated that helping
change the practice of teachers was challenging due to the resistance of teachers to
change in general. Examples given of such resistance were teachers whose long held
beliefs conflicted with research and proven practice, and the hostility principals
experienced when providing corrective feedback designed to promote teacher growth
and the improvement of teaching and learning. One principal stated:
The general evaluation model currently in use does little to generate
teacher growth, and thus student learning. Following some of my regular
visits to classrooms, I find it difficult to deliver feedback which is critical
and constructive at the same time. This is especially true with veteran
teachers who have been teaching in the same way for many years and
who are quite reluctant to change their methods."
Another principal stated: "Frustration with older, set in their ways, staff.
Tenure!!! Ugh." An age old dilemma was captured by this principal:
One grade level team has a member that is very resistant to change.
Because of his position in the staff, I have been reluctant to be too
forceful for fear of alienating other staff members.
Still another said:
I am still having a difficult time getting teachers to modify curriculum to
meet student needs. They want another adult to come to their room to
provide support.
In providing supportive resources, the lack of acceptance of research was
captured as a least satisfying experience by this principal:
I have long followed the research and findings on retention. Having
provided three teachers with all the research and having had many
discussions with them, their positions remain.
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One principal expressed his frustration by asking, "How much/many things can
you do effectively at one time?" Another described being "unable to provide consistent
follow-up due to other demands of the job." Other less than satisfying experiences
expressed involve budgetary constraints that inhibit principals’ ability to provide "all
the materials and resources teachers would like," and their inability to provide substitute
teachers, so that teachers could meet to co-plan and co-design multi-level curriculum
units. Many least satisfying responses were related to professional development.
Principals mentioned the poor quality of workshop presentations by outside consultants,
resistance to the ideas presented, the inability of teachers to transfer what was learned to
other situations and lack of staff development follow-up support as experiences that
made them feel that they were not as effective in helping teachers increase student
learning as they would like to have been. Surprisingly, only three principals of the 109
sampled identified their lack of knowledge and skills of learning theory, curriculum,
instruction, strategic planning, group dynamics, or the change process as contributing to
their less than satisfying experiences.
Table 8 compares the most satisfying and least satisfying experiences of
principals.
The extent to which elementary school principals see themselves as effective and
the degree to which they believe they are perceived to be effective by teachers was
looked upon as a qualitative measure of the degree to which they see themselves as
helpful in assisting teachers improve student achievement. A third question (question
#12 of the questionnaire) was utilized to determine the perceptions of principals
regarding their helpfulness in helping teachers improve teaching and learning.
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Table 8
A Comparison of the Most Satisfying and Least Satisfying Experiences of Principals
Most Satisfying Experiences

Least Satisfying Experiences

meeting with teachers

helping teachers change practice
(negative responses to corrective
feedback)

implementing programs

resistance to change (long-held values,
beliefs, and dispositions)

providing professional development

professional development (poor quality,
resistance, lack of transfer)

modeling and co-teaching lessons

modeling and co-teaching lessons
(resistance, lack of transfer)

providing resources

providing resources (budgetary
constraints)

scheduling common planning time

no follow-up support to provide
substitutes for co-planning or coverage
for grade level meetings

Principals gave themselves high ratings when asked to describe their perceptions of
their effectiveness in helping teachers increase student learning (see Figure 8).
When principals were asked to describe how they thought teachers would
generally describe their helpfulness in assisting teachers in the process of increasing
student learning (see questionnaire, Question #13), principals saw themselves as helpful
in the eyes of teachers (see Figure 9). However, an examination of the data concerning
the day to day efforts of principals in helping teachers suggests that the degree to which
they perceive themselves to be effective is not as clear. For example, when principals
were asked to list their least satisfying experiences many commented that resistant
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The Perceptions of Principals: Regarding Their Helpfulness

Would Like

Figure 8. The Perceptions of Elementary School Principals Regarding Their
Effectiveness in Helping Teachers Increase Student Learning

The Perceptions of Principals: How Teachers Regard Their Helpfulness

Figure 9. Principals’ Perceptions of Teachers’ Perceptions of the Effectiveness of
Principals in Helping Them Increase Student Learning
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teachers were a major concern and contributed to their feelings of not being as effective
as they would like to be.
In this study, principals were asked to describe changes in their current work
setting that would enable them to more effectively help teachers increase student
learning. Demographic data were also utilized to help provide a description of the work
conditions of elementary school principals in Massachusetts and to shed light on
whether there are factors in the work setting that are contributing to or inhibiting
principals in their efforts to help teachers increase student learning. Approximately
fourteen percent (14%) chose not to respond to the demographic questions in the
questionnaire.
The largest percentage of principals (52%) who participated in this study were
from suburban communities. The largest percentage of principals (23%) reported a
student population of 300-399. Although principals were not asked, seven percent
(7.3%) of principals indicated by writing in the margin next to the student population
question that they are responsible for more than one school building. Of the principals
polled, the largest percentage of principals, twenty-nine percent (29%) are responsible
for 20 to 29 teachers. It is unclear whether principals included SPED teachers, Chapter
I teachers and other support personnel as part of their staff. It is also unclear as to how
many teachers principals are responsible for supervising and evaluating. When asked to
indicate the personnel available to help them with aspects of their role as principal,
sixty-six percent (66%) of the respondents indicated that they did not have personnel to
help them with aspects of their job by writing "none" in the space provided for "other"
or by not responding. Seventeen percent (17%) reported that they had assistant/vice
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principals, 12% had curriculum specialists and 5% indicated that they had other
personnel. Other personnel principals listed as available to help with aspects of their
role as principal included: head teacher, part time assistant, guidance counselor,
personnel director, special education coordinator, assistant superintendent, and
superintendent. According to this study, the largest percentage of principals (43%)
serve a student body made up of 10% minority youth. Thirty percent (30%) of
principals across Massachusetts had student populations that consist of less than 1%
minorities. Five and one half percent (5.5%) either chose not to or neglected to answer
this particular question. The largest percentage of principals (26%) indicated that they
had more than 1.5 million dollars in their current budget. Many principals indicated by
writing in the margin that they did not have building based budget figures and included
their district’s total school budget. Since this particular question did not specifically ask
principals to report only their building-based budgets, it is not clear as to how many
principals reported their school district’s budget rather than their building-based budget.
It is also unclear as to whether principals included the salaries of school building
personnel in reporting their budget.
Table 9 summarizes the demographics of the schools managed by principals
participating in this study.
Principals responses to how their work setting conditions could be improved
primarily focused on a variety of additional personnel to assist with the administration
or management issues they encounter in the day-to-day operations of their buildings
(e.g. disciplining students, solving bus problems, building maintenance, supervising the
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Table 9
Summary of Demographics as Reported by Principals
Percentage of Schools
# of students

# of teachers

% of minority
students
community

<300

300-399

400-499

500-599

600-699

700+

19

23

19

13

15

7

< 10

10-19

20-29

30-39

40-49

50+

30

16

29

24

17

7

30

43

5.5

4

3

9

rural

suburban

21
personnel
available to
help

urban

52

23

assistant/vice principal

curriculum
specialist

other

none

17

12

5

66

1.25-1.49M

1.5M+

current school
budget

<500K

More than one
school

7.3

500-799K

750-999K

1-1.24M

cafeteria, dealing with parents, completing paperwork) and more support from central
office personnel. Suggestions for additional staff include: assistant principal, guidance
counselor, clerical aide, receptionist, cafeteria aides, Special Education/Chapter I
coordinator, and curriculum director. Reducing the number of meetings that "take you
out of the building" and "pull you away from improving the teaching/leaming process,"
particularly those at the central office, was repeatedly listed. Other meetings listed
include Special education team meetings and the "40 to 50 night meetings per year,"
meeting with parent groups, school councils, and school committee. In the literature
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review, Evans (1997) reported that the principals he spoke to indicated that the average
number of night meetings totaled 77. Principals listed state reports, central office
reports, and teacher evaluations as examples of the kind of paperwork they would like to
see reduced so that they would have more time to take a "more active role in helping
teachers increase student learning." Principals also stated that their current system of
teacher supervision and evaluation was too time consuming and did not achieve the
goals for which it was intended (i.e.,to help improve teaching and learning). A few
principals indicated that since their schools are small, they are responsible for tasks that
are the responsibilities of others in larger schools and consequently are unable to spend
the time they would like to devote to improving teaching and learning.
Summary of the Perceived Needs of Elementary School Principals. Principals
perceived that excessive management responsibilities make it extremely difficult for
elementary school principals to find the time to help teachers improve teaching and
learning. Principals listed "non educational" responsibilities such as bus transportation
coordinator, cafeteria manager, and facilities manager as time consuming and taking
them away from their prime responsibility of helping teachers increase student learning.
In order to help teachers improve student performance, principals in this study
recommended reducing the number of weekly meetings principals are required to
attend, reducing the number of external mandates, and lessening the amount of
paperwork. Principals also identified schedules and the organizational structure of the
school as obstacles to teams of teachers meeting to co-plan and problem-solve during
the school day. In addition, principals also listed the difficulty of working with teachers
who are resistant to change as an aspect of their job they would like to change.
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Seventeen percent (17%) of the elementary school principals sampled returned the
questionnaire. Perhaps the low number of returns indicate that principals may be so
overwhelmed by the demands of the job that they had difficulty finding the time to
devote the 20-30 minutes required to complete the questionnaire.
Recommended changes of elementary school principals primarily focused on
changes that would reduce the amount of time principals spend on administrative/
management aspects of the job. The suggested changes do not imply a reduction in
their "instructional leadership" function. While one may say that supervision and
evaluation are instructional leadership functions, many principals perceive their current
evaluation systems as meaningless paperwork rather than as a means to improving
teaching and learning.
Many of the suggested changes focus on what principals perceive to be primarily
beyond their control. Principals in this study tended not to look inward and reflect. For
example, principals did not mention that their approach to leadership might be part of
the problem. Difficulty identifying and setting priorities and leading the problem¬
solving process were also not to be found in principal responses. Additional
opportunities to update leadership knowledge and skills in curriculum and instruction,
principles of learning, the change process, building capacity for change, and facilitating
meetings were also rarely mentioned.

Chapter Summary
Chapter 4 provided an analysis of the data obtained from the study. The
findings were related to the three research questions that guided the purpose of the
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study. The discussion of the data obtained from research question #1 revealed that
elementary school principals consider helping teachers increase student learning to be
an important leadership priority but do not spend the majority of their time helping
teachers. This finding reflects the findings of the research review conducted for this
study.
An analysis of data obtained from research question #2 indicate that principals
perceive they help teachers improve student performance by providing resources, staff
development opportunities, facilitating meetings with teachers, promoting teamwork
and collaboration, encouraging experimentation, communicating vision and
expectations, encouraging parent involvement, supervising and evaluating instruction,
and altering school culture as well as teaching and learning conditions. Evaluating
student progress, helping teachers to identify and diagnose student learning problems,
stimulating the problem-solving process and assisting teachers in developing and
implementing solutions were leadership behaviors found in the literature but
infrequently utilized by principals.
Research question #3 produced data that show that principals would like to see
(a) their attendance at meetings that interfere with helping teachers reduced, (b) external
mandates lessened, (c) the amount of paperwork cut back, and (d) the number of
evaluations reduced. Principals tended to focus on the behaviors of others rather than
how they could change their own behavior. Based on the literature review conducted
for this study the fact that principals did not see themselves as part of the problem is to
be expected
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The next chapter of this study summarizes the findings of the present research.
It includes a discussion of conclusions generated from the analysis of data obtained in
the present study. Recommendations are made for future research branching from this
study.
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CHAPTER 5

SUMMARY, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This chapter summarizes the findings of this study. First, the findings presented
address the three research questions that guide this study and are organized accordingly.
Second, implications for principals, organizations that provide preservice and inservice
education, and educational policymakers are drawn. Finally, recommendations for
principal leadership and future research are made.

Summary of Findings
The findings presented in this study describe (a) the degree to which elementary
school principals consider helping teachers increase student learning to be a leadership
priority, (b) the various ways elementary school principals help teachers increase
student learning, and (c) work conditions elementary school principals perceive they
need to be more effective at helping teachers increase student learning. When the
findings of the present study are viewed in light of and compared to the literature review
conducted for this study, the roles, responsibilities, work conditions and priorities of
elementary school principals are better understood. Three patterns deserve attention.
One is the conflicting relationship between managing or administering, and helping
teachers increase student learning. Another pattern is the tendency of principals to
utilize approaches in which they are indirectly rather than directly involved in helping
teachers increase student learning. The third pattern is the inclination of elementary
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school principals to focus on external resources as solutions to changing work
conditions rather than viewing themselves as problem-solvers.

Research Question #1
To what extent do elementary school principals perceive helping teachers
increase student learning to be a leadership priority? The perceptions of elementary
school principals in Massachusetts regarding their role in helping teachers increase
student learning are markedly uniform. In their response to questions regarding the
importance of helping teachers improve student achievement very few differences are
apparent among the twelve (12) regions across the state. Elementary school principals
overwhelmingly reported that they consider helping teachers increase student learning
to be a "high priority" (98%). When asked to state the reasons they consider helping
teachers to be a leadership priority, elementary school principals in this study felt that
improving student learning is "the purpose of schools" and that helping teachers
improve teaching and learning is "our reason for being." Even though the largest
percentage of principals reported that they would ideally like to spend 80% of their time
helping teachers improve teaching and learning, this study found that most principals
currently spend most of their time (70%) on managing and administrative
responsibilities. In this study, it was found that principals participated to a "high" level
in ongoing inservice education opportunities. However, the principals did not
differentiate significantly between the importance of (a) learning how to help teachers
increase student learning (86%) and (b) in administrative aspects of being principal
(78%). Only a small percentage of principals (12%) saw managing and helping teachers
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as equally important. The data collected for the present study validates the findings of
Smith and Andrews (1989) who found that helping teachers increase student learning
(a) competes with managing responsibilities for the principal’s time and (b) is
frequently at odds with their current practice.

Research Question #2
What are the various ways principals help teachers improve Student learning?
Many of the ways principals in this study report they are currently directly and
indirectly helping teachers increase student learning are contained in the literature
(Smith & Andrews, 1989). Principals in this study reported that they directly and
indirectly help teachers increase student learning in the following categories when they
function as: (a) resource provider; (b) staff developer; (c) facilitator; (d) communicator;
(e) supervisor; and (f) learning environment designer. In this study, participants
identified the indirect ways much more frequently than the direct ways elementary
school principals help teachers increase student learning. Examples of indirect ways
include: providing teaching materials, sending teachers to workshops, inviting parents
to get involved by helping in classrooms, monitoring the instructional program and
developing schedules so that teachers are able to collaboratively plan and work together.
Examples of direct ways principals help teachers include: sharing curriculum and
instruction knowledge, leading workshops, modeling effective teaching approaches
meeting individually and with groups of teachers to identify and develop solutions to
student learning problems, building a vision, determining what is valued, creating a
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school plan, acknowledging good work, providing corrective feedback, and identifying
conditions that facilitate and impede student learning.
Many of the ways principals directly help teachers quoted in the literature were
infrequently listed by elementary school principals in this study. For example, a very
small number of principals reported that they help teachers directly as staff developers
by leading workshops and demonstrating lessons. Very few principals mentioned the
following approaches all of which are mentioned in the literature by Tyler (1989):
helping teachers evaluate student progress; identifying conditions that facilitate and
impede student learning; and leading the problem-solving process by stimulating teams
of teachers and parents to seek and implement solutions to student learning problems.

Research Question #3
What work conditions do elementary school principals perceive they need to be
more effective at helping teachers increase student learning? The review of the research
identified a number of conditions that influence how elementary school principals
determine priorities, utilize their time, and fulfill their managing and leadership
responsibilities. They are: (a) the context in which principals work; (b) the values and
beliefs of the principal; and (c) the extent to which principals effectively use their
discretionary time to focus on leadership priorities. This study confirms the research of
Smith and Andrews (1989) in which they reported that the context of the school
community exerts a tremendous influence on the practice of principals. In order to be
more effective at helping teachers increase student learning, the work condition most
often reported by principals in this study was a need for less teacher resistance to
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suggested innovations and change in general. Principals also reported that what the
superintendent values influences where they put their energies. For example, principals
viewed a reduction in the number of meetings attended at the central office and having
to respond less through written communication to the superintendent as a work
condition change that would help them be more effective at helping teachers increase
student learning. Quoted in the literature by Fullan (1994) and frequently mentioned by
principals in this study was the perception that the job is all too encompassing and that
fewer "non-educational" responsibilities such as bus transportation coordinator,
cafeteria supervisor, facilities manager, chief disciplinarian, and responding to parents,
would increase their capacity to help teachers increase student learning. Many
principals stated that they needed additional personnel to help them in order to be more
effective at helping teachers increase student learning.
The organizational context of schools was reported in literature as both a
contributing and inhibiting factor to school improvement efforts (Sarason, 1990). Three
quarters of the principals in this study reported that they did not have time during the
day to meet with teachers or reflect on practice. While principals reported that they had
difficulty finding time to help teachers, they did not identify utilizing their discretionary
time so that they could be more effective at helping teachers increase student learning.
Many principals expressed a need for scheduling that allows teachers to co-plan with
colleagues and work with the principal. Seventy-five percent (75%) of the participants
reported that not having to respond to most department of education initiatives and
federal mandates would enable them to be more effective at helping teachers increase
student learning.
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The responses of elementary school principals in this study primarily focused on
those determinants or conditions external to themselves. For example, principals did
not mention that their approach to leadership might be part of the problem.
Respondents did not comment on their values, beliefs or dispositions as work setting
factors contributing to or inhibiting their effectiveness in helping teachers increase
student learning. Lack of change process knowledge and skills was cited in the
literature (Fullan, 1994). In this study, however, very few principals identified staff
development opportunities for themselves as something they needed to help them
improve teaching and learning.

Implications of the Study
In this section, the implications of the present study for (a) elementary school
principals’ practice; (b) colleges, universities and professional organizations that
provide preservice and inservice workshops and seminars for administrators and
teachers and; (c) superintendents, departments of education and other educational
policymakers, are discussed.

Implications for Elementary School Principals
The findings from this study indicate that elementary school principals consider
their instructional leadership responsibilities to be a high priority. However, in spite of
additionally mandated responsibilities and the fact that principals are being held
personally accountable for improving student achievement, the practices of elementary
school principals do not match their expressed belief in the importance of their role as
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instructional leaders. Data gathered for this study strongly suggest that it is difficult for
most elementary school principals to make helping teachers increase student learning a
leadership priority. The results of this study also show that not much has changed in
terms of finding a balance between the administrative and leadership aspects of the job
since Smith and Andrews’ 1987 study and Doud’s study of the principalship in 1989.
Principals in both those studies placed a high priority on helping teachers as
"instructional leaders," but fell short of their expressed intentions. Principals in those
studies, like the principals in this study, spent the majority of their time on
administrative aspects of the job rather than helping teachers. Given the increased
expectations for principals, principals need to be able to strike a balance between their
managerial and leadership responsibilities. Principals can no longer indulge in
"either/or" thinking. If the Department of Education holds to their threat that they will
revoke the license of principals leading under-performing schools, principals must make
improving student learning a leadership priority.
Elementary school principals have different perceptions regarding the
importance, frequency of utilization, and effectiveness of various "helping" activities,
behaviors and performances identified in the literature. Data gathered in this study
indicate that elementary school principals are less directly involved in helping teachers
improve student performance and more indirectly involved in behind the scenes
activities that improve teaching and learning activities. For example, elementary school
principals identified supervision as the activity they most frequently use to directly help
teachers increase student learning and providing resources and staff development as the
activities they most frequently use to indirectly help teachers. While leading the
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problem-solving process was identified in the literature as one of the most important
and effective ways of directly helping teachers increase student learning, less than ten
percent (10%) of the principals in this study reported they were involved in facilitation
activities.
The literature on the change process states that one of the principal’s most
important tasks is developing and communicating a vision of schooling based on shared
purpose and values (Senge, 1990; Barth, 1991; Deal & Peterson, 1994). In support of
the literature review conducted for this study, elementary school principals in this study
consider the activity of developing and communicating a shared vision to be important
in helping teachers increase student learning. However, they do not seem to utilize
shared purpose and values to eliminate the discrepancy between what is and what ought
to be.
The literature review conducted for this study confirms that many principals do
not have the knowledge, skills and dispositions to lead the change process. Perhaps
those principals who are lacking the necessary knowledge, skills, and dispositions
intentionally shy away from making the time to help teachers improve teaching and
learning. For example, in this study, when given the opportunity to describe activities
that they perceive help teachers increase student learning, principals did not list reaching
consensus or working with teams of teachers to identify problems that are affecting the
learning of a significant number of students. This study raises a number of questions. It
is not clear from this study whether elementary school principals:
•

understand the importance of clarifying values, beliefs and attitudes

•

work with all stakeholders to develop a compelling vision of schooling
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•

possess the communication skills to make the vision understandable to
all parties

•

possess the knowledge, skills, and dispositions to collaboratively develop
goals and an action plan to help teachers achieve their shared vision.

Implications for Pre-service and In-service Providers
The implications for colleges, universities and professional organizations that
provide preservice coursework and inservice professional development are far reaching.
Administrator preparation programs, whether they are offered by colleges, universities
or professional organizations, should focus on developing leaders who have the
knowledge, skills and dispositions to assist teachers improve teaching and student
achievement. Coursework, conferences, seminars, and workshops provided for
elementary school principals should link theory with practice and provide more
"authentic” experiences for prospective administrators. Leadership training provided by
colleges, universities and professional organizations have traditionally focused on the
teaching of technical skills and management/leadership models as a means to getting
people to implement innovations. From the literature review conducted for this study it
was learned that technical skills and recipes for their application will not improve
student performance. Inspired leadership begins with purpose, not technique
(Sergiovanni, 1992; Evans, 1997). No matter how many skills a principal possesses,
unless there is an understanding that the purpose of schools is to improve the learning of
students, principals will continue to be susceptible to any attractive innovation whether
it effects student learning or not. Institutions responsible for developing school
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leadership must therefore help leaders focus on helping teachers improve student
performance.
The literature review indicated that mandated models of management and
leadership cannot be relied on to improve student learning (Combs, 1992). Since each
school is unique and possesses a distinct set of learning problems, a leader’s
commitment to helping improve teaching and learning should begin by learning how to
help teachers look for problems, reflect on their causes and develop solutions.
Organizations providing professional development must help principals become better
problem solvers so that they can help others develop solutions within the context of the
individual school rather than utilize a "one size fits all" approach. They must provide
professional development that helps principals use themselves as instruments to
problem-solve rather than rely solely on consultants and other outside "experts" to teach
them how to implement the latest innovation, mandate or corporate management
strategy.
Data analysis for this study indicates that elementary school principals have
knowledge of a variety of ways to help teachers identified in the literature but do not use
them. For example, most principals in this study did not report collaborating with
teachers to identify a few crucial problems and develop solutions to student learning
problems as a way they help teachers improve student achievement. In this study,
principals identified behaviors in which they were less directly involved with helping
teachers improve teaching and learning. Furthermore, principals in this study continue
to utilize ways that this study found to be less effective. For example, many principals
choose to work indirectly with teachers by distributing research literature. Perhaps as a
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result of the findings of this study, principals will utilize more direct behaviors and rely
less on those found to be less effective.
The review of the literature revealed that if teachers are to perceive their
interactions with principals as helpful, principals must be seen as knowledgeable (Smith
& Andrews, 1989). Organizations providing professional development opportunities
must therefore help principals learn more about curriculum, instruction and
organizational development as well as expand their skills in helping teachers improve
teaching and learning. For example, professional development offerings might include
helping principals expand their knowledge base regarding the change process, resistance
to change, how to help teachers become productive members of an organization rather
than shut down and, innovative scheduling practices. Due to long held scheduling
practices, helping teachers work together and reflect on their practice is problematic in
most schools. Professional development offerings might therefore include helping
principals examine and adapt a variety of different scheduling models to their particular
situations so that people can meet more frequently during the regular school day.
School change is brought about by quality dialogue that centers around
identifying and solving problems (Tyler, 1989). Professional development offerings
should help principals utilize approaches that directly involve teachers in a
problem-solving process that focuses on identifying student learning problems and
organizational conditions that inhibit student learning. For example, principals should
have the knowledge and skills to establish and lead collaborative action research teams
in their schools. Collaborative action research is an effective way of building teamwork
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and provides an excellent process for utilizing data to determine student learning needs
and develop solutions to student learning problems.
Professional organizations providing professional development should help
principals realize that they will in all likelihood be unable to fulfill all their
responsibilities and encourage them to focus their efforts on those activities that hold
the most promise for children and avoid those that are not monitored within and without
the district. For example, professional organizations should encourage principals to
help principals better utilize their discretionary time to work on identified priorities
rather than those aspects of the job that are interfering with there capacity to help
teachers.
In order to create a culture for change, principals must be able to lead meetings
which are perceived as productive and deal with concerns that teachers see as important
to their daily work lives (Evans, 1997). Professional organizations should encourage
principals to avoid organizational changes that do not improve student learning, and
help principals learn how to conduct successful meetings. Meetings must result in
meaningful action if teachers are to view attending meetings as a useful way of
spending their time. Since it is often difficult to reach consensus regarding values,
beliefs, dispositions and a variety of other issues, principals must know how to apply a
variety of approaches to reaching group decisions. Therefore, course work provided for
principals might include the use of nominal group process, gap analysis, Ishikawa
Fishbone analysis, and force field analysis.
In this study principals saw supervision and evaluation as time consuming and
not helping improve teaching and learning. In order to free up principals so that they
157

can more directly help teachers improve student performance, more user friendly and
more effective methods of supervision and evaluation must be used. Principals must
become familiar with a variety of alternative methods of supervision and evaluation that
focus on learning outcomes rather than on the delivery of instruction. A number of
alternatives, based on the work Glatthom (1989), have been adopted by the
Massachusetts Department of Education. Some of the alternatives include developing a
curriculum project as an individual or as a team member, conducting collaborative
action research, peer coaching, setting goals as a grade level or cross grade level team,
agreeing upon the criteria for evaluation and receiving a separate individual and group
grade.
Principals often find themselves making important decisions in isolation. While
principals are expected to support others, they usually have no one to do the same for
them. Principals need to be provided with opportunities to meet with other principals to
identify problems they are experiencing in helping teachers improve student
performance (Evans, 1997). They need opportunities to reflect on the difficulties of
leadership, to brainstorm and develop solutions together, much the same way they are
expected to do with teachers in their own districts. Professional organizations that help
principals work smarter, not harder, and offer them opportunities to get out of the box of
their own thinking provide their membership with a valuable service.
In summation, staff development offerings that may help principals improve
teaching and learning include approaches to: reflecting on one’s practice; running
successful meetings; building a shared vision, a shared sense of purpose and shared
values; communicating what the school is trying to achieve to the school community;
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developing and protecting a values driven school culture based on shared values and
beliefs; strengthening problem-solving abilities; facilitating the problem-solving
process; conducting collaborative action research; establishing norms of collegiality and
experimentation; developing conflict resolution skills; providing growth oriented
feedback; understanding principles of learning; developing curriculum; assessing
student performance to inform instruction; creating a sense of community; developing
systems thinking and the learning organization; scheduling possibilities that promote
team work; dealing with resistance; maintaining a balance between managing the
building and leading the improvement of teaching and learning; developing
discretionary decision-making behavior; and honoring the past, acknowledging present
accomplishments, and celebrating the future.

Implications for Policymakers
Our nation faces serious challenges in educating all students to levels that in the
past were reserved for the privileged few. Principals have made progress in helping
teachers improve student performance. However, context determines principal behavior
and legislators should remember that even when high functioning individuals are placed
in a dysfunctional system, the system always wins (Combs, 1992). Given the numerous
and diverse responsibilities of the principalship and the increased emphasis on reform,
principals are involved in the simultaneous implementation of too many initiatives.
Data gleaned from this study strongly suggest that policymakers do not adequately
understand the process of change. Improving student performance is a complex process
that requires major changes in the roles of students, teachers, administrators, and the
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level at which parents and community members participate in schools. Trying to
implement a variety of mandated initiatives simultaneously incapacitates principals,
regardless of their skill level (Evans, 1997). In addition, mandates handed down from
afar do not achieve the results for which they were designed. Policy makers need to put
into perspective the importance of mandates and initiatives, particularly those that do
not directly relate to increasing student learning. Mandates that are not directly related
to increasing student learning distract principals from their mission to help teachers
improve student learning and should be eliminated. If mandates are unavoidable, the
nature and number of mandates should be considered before implementation
expectations are stated. Policymakers must make the improvement of teaching and
learning a leadership priority, and at the same time create conditions that support the
efforts of principals. Principals can not continue to be held accountable for an
ever-increasing list of management and leadership responsibilities without increasing
their authority. Depriving principals, the very people who are expected to lead change
efforts, of their collective bargaining rights does little to promote the risk taking
necessary to improve teaching and learning. Policymakers must take a second look at
how their position on collective bargaining has inhibited rather than fostered the reform
efforts of principals.
Policymakers must make the professional development of principals an
important part of their funding formula. With declining resources in schools, there is a
tendency for policymakers as well as principals to feel as if professional development
funds should be used for others. Elementary school principals must be active
participants in staff development for their own edification. Increasing opportunities for
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principals to attend professional development experiences can play a vital role in
helping principals create conditions in which teaching and learning is increased. In
addition, if principals expect teachers to be life long learners, it is important for
principals to model what they preach and be involved in numerous staff development
opportunities. Policymakers must support principals so that they may pursue their
professional development needs on a continuous basis during school hours as well as at
other times. Policymakers must provide support for creating conditions in schools so
that schools may become learning communities where working together, studying
together and growing together is a planned way of life.

Recommendations for Leadership and Research
The recommendations are of two types. First, recommendations for actions that
principals may take to provide leadership to help teachers increase student learning are
advanced. Second, recommendations are provided to improve the present study and
guide the efforts of future research about leading, teaching, and learning.
The intent of the following discussion is to help increase the capacity of
elementary school principals to improve teaching and learning. The literature on school
improvement points to the principal as a key figure in transforming schools so that they
are better able to meet the changing needs of students and our society. The challenge
confronting elementary school principals in today’s schools is to help teachers nurture
students who can think critically, reason, create, and who have the social skills
necessary for workplaces of the future. In order to improve schools, student
achievement must be everyone’s business. Principals cannot improve student
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achievement without skilled teachers; teachers cannot improve student performance
without the support of their building principal.
The improvement of teaching and learning must be the focus of all school
improvement efforts. Elementary school principals must make helping teachers
improve student learning the highest priority. Principals must find a balance between
managing and leading. They must not give into the pressures of managing at the
expense of helping teachers improve student achievement. On the other hand, they
must not completely forego their management function in favor of fulfilling their
leadership functions. Improved student performance will not occur in buildings that are
not well managed, and principals will not survive unless they are perceived as being
efficient managers.
Elementary school principals must establish priorities for improving teaching
and learning in their schools so that time and energy are not wasted on insignificant
projects and unrelated improvement efforts. Principals and teachers must have a clear
understanding of the purpose of schools and a coherent vision and plan in their minds if
there is to be a chance of improving teaching and learning. In order to keep everyone
focused, it is important for principals to create a context in which teachers can
understand clearly what is expected of them, how they are to demonstrate their agreed
upon competencies and how the quality of their work will be evaluated.
If schools are to improve, the interactions of elementary school principals with
teachers must be perceived by teachers as leading to improved student achievement.
Elementary school principals must increase their knowledge and skills if they are to
more effectively help teachers improve student achievement. Smith and Andrews (1989)
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reported that teachers perceive the behaviors, characteristics and activities of strong
instructional leaders as: (1) providing necessary resources to achieve the schools
academic goals; (2) possessing knowledge and skill in curriculum matters so that
teachers perceive that their interactions with the principal leads to increased student
learning; (3) being a skilled communicator and communicating a vision of the school
and what it is trying to achieve; and (4) being a visible presence in the classrooms and
school. To facilitate change, principals must understand organizational development
and be able to utilize highly developed interpersonal skills to resolve conflict, encourage
dialogue and work towards consensus (see Appendix G).
In order to help improve teaching and learning, principals must alter
dispositions that interfere with helping teachers improve student learning. In the review
of the literature, the conceptual and attitudinal shift from manipulation to motivation in
leadership practice was seen as a contributing factor in helping principals assist teachers
improve teaching and learning. The literature review also revealed that principals help
teachers improve student learning both directly and indirectly by: building and
communicating a values-driven, shared vision of schooling; shaping school culture;
involving teachers, parents, and community members in the decision-making process;
providing on-going staff development opportunities; organizing the school day so that
people can work collaboratively; facilitating the problem-solving process; and
recognizing and celebrating good work.
In this study, elementary school principals reported that they help teachers
improve student learning by: creating a shared vision of schools, distributing
instructional materials, equipment and, research, providing staff development
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opportunities, supervising and evaluating staff; and involving parents and the
community. Elementary school principals across Massachusetts also indicated that
fewer meetings, a decrease in written and oral reports, a reduction in the number of
required teacher evaluations, and a positive change in the prevailing "resistance to
change" attitudes of teachers are changes to their work contexts that would contribute to
helping principals assist teachers increase student learning.
Staff and organizational development opportunities can have a profound impact
on the attitudes and practices of elementary school principals and teachers. In order to
improve the intellectual life of teachers within schools, principals must make learning
an integral part of each educator’s day-to-day responsibilities and provide
unprecedented levels of support for teachers. Principals can help make schools
"learning communities" where student learning is increased by providing teachers with
time to reflect on research and instructional practice, and discuss their implications for
curriculum and instruction with colleagues. The school day must be reorganized to
address building-based priorities, district goals and to ensure that teams of teachers have
common time each day to plan and study.
Teachers should also be provided with a variety of staff and organizational
development activities. Activities should include attending workshops and conferences,
working with consultants on building based initiatives, observing peers, participating in
study groups and working with district and building-based colleagues. Involving
teachers in planning staff and organizational development activities increases their
readiness for the learning that follows. Teachers can be involved in assessing needs,
selecting appropriate activities linked to individual and organizational goals, designing
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follow-up activities, and determining evaluation procedures. For example, in one
school, with the input of teachers, the school day was reorganized to enable teachers to
work together each and every day of the week during the entire school year. During this
time the principal provided staff development opportunities, ensured that the necessary
resources were available, provided an extra level of encouragement, recognized their
initiatives, and celebrated their accomplishments. Teachers were also provided with
off-site opportunities to work cooperatively with their colleagues to discuss what they
learned regarding classroom practice and develop solutions to student learning
problems.
Researchers have found that the presence of a healthy school culture is strongly
correlated with increased student achievement (Deal & Peterson, 1994). Elementary
school principals must build school cultures that shape the values, beliefs, and attitudes
necessary to promote a nurturing teaching and learning environment. Principals should
work on team-building so that teams consisting of teachers, parents, community
members and administrators are able to collaboratively identify and solve student
learning problems. Principals can build positive school cultures by sharing the
perspective that all schools have strengths and weaknesses and that schools that are
moving forward are those that are open to dealing with their imperfections. The cultural
norms of collegiality, experimentation, high expectations, trust and confidence, tangible
support, reaching out to the knowledge bases, appreciation and recognition, caring,
celebration and humor, involvement in decision making, protection of what is
important, traditions, and honest, open communication should be supported where they
exist and built where they do not. Building specific goals into teachers’ formal
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evaluations that focus on cultural norms is another useful way of emphasizing the
importance of school culture.
The review of the literature showed that students achieve at high levels in
schools where there a sense of community. Creating a sense of community and
improving student performance involves celebrating the values embedded in the culture
of the school and strong efforts to involve families and community members in school
programs. When mutual respect and positive performance is affirmed, teachers strive to
do their best. In order to improve student performance, principals must respect teachers,
provide positive feedback on instruction, and nurture the traditions, ceremonies, rituals,
and symbols that already express and reinforce positive school culture. When principals
regularly bring people together to celebrate the accomplishments of teams of teachers
and parents, they reaffirm what is valued by the school and emphasize the importance of
people working together as a community to fulfill the learning needs of children.
Principals must refrain from using their formal authority to make unilateral
decisions in order to achieve shared goals. Principals must be careful not to manipulate
teachers in order to implement solutions that they develop or adopt from afar.
Principals must treat teachers in the same way they would wish to be treated. The
conditions that shape the personal and professional lives of principals are numerous.
Principals are at the whim of many. If principals resent being demeaned by society,
disempowered by the legislature, the department of education, superintendents and other
well-intentioned reformers and wish they were able to develop their own site-based
solutions to problems within their school rather than implement the mandates of others,
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principals must allow those closest to the learner, i.e., the teachers in the classroom, to
develop solutions to learning problems students are experiencing in their classrooms.
Shared decision-making is promising but it is time consuming, and may not
affect student learning. Principals must lead discussions in which all the stakeholders
agree upon the areas in which shared decision-making makes sense. While engaging
teachers in the change process is important, issues that do not directly affect student
learning, such as developing a bus ramp duty schedule for teachers, or discussing
attendance record-keeping procedures etc. should be avoided. In order to make the
shared decision-making process productive, first, a context for decision-making must be
created. Creating a context for decision-making begins with discussions that involve
what is valued, what good practice looks like and what students should know and be
able to do. Creating context also means gathering data, brainstorming solutions,
reaching consensus, implementing solutions and then evaluating the results. Schools in
which people look for problems, rather than avoid them, learn from problems and then
make adjustments, require high functioning teams of teachers and time for staff to meet
during the day to analyze data and develop solutions together. Principals must design
schedules so that they promote opportunities for staff to reflect, plan and work together.
What we expect of teachers and what teachers expect of students, we must
expect of ourselves. In the past, learning how to solve problems did not receive the kind
of attention that is necessary for today’s and tomorrow’s world. The leadership at IBM
expects their workers to be self-directed problem solvers and will not hire people who
need to be supervised. Teachers and principals, who are themselves products of a
public education system that did not address problem solving in any significant way do
167

not tend to view teaching and learning as a problem-solving process. Consequently,
principals do not tend to use a problem-solving approach to helping teachers in their
own lives, let alone teach problem-solving to others. If principals expect teachers to: be
good problem solvers and teach problem solving; meet the diverse learning needs and
characteristics of the student population; and understand that family issues impact
student behavior and performance, principals must be able to solve problems they are
encountering with teachers. While it may be momentarily satisfying to blame teachers
for their shortcomings as problem solvers or label teachers as resistant, principals
cannot give up on teachers. Principals must be able to meet the diverse needs and
characteristics of teachers. As instructional leaders and leaders of instructors,
principals, must continually encourage teachers so that they will not give up on
children. Likewise, principals must not give up on teachers. If principals expect
teachers to teach, do the necessary record keeping and paper work that support informed
instructional practice, pursue opportunities for professional growth and contribute to the
growth of the school, principals must also learn how to balance the responsibilities of
leadership and management, in part by pursuing opportunities for professional growth
while contributing to the growth of the school.
Very often the instrument utilized for supervision and evaluation or the
evaluation process itself get in the way of providing feedback that is seen as valuable.
When everyone in the school community clearly understands the direction of the school
and what is valued by the school community, feedback can be a powerful tool for the
growth of individuals and teams of teachers. Providing feedback that focuses on
achieving goals rather than narrowly focusing on direct instruction skills, providing
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feedback that focuses on strengths rather than weaknesses, and catching people doing
something right, go a long way in communicating that the organization and those
responsible for leading it see individuals and teacher teams as necessary to the success
of the school rather than just cogs in an organization framework doing the bidding of
the foreman. Realizing that teachers are often intimidated by the evaluation process,
using a project approach that allows a team of teachers to identify a curriculum or
instruction project and work together as a cooperative learning group, can effectively
motivate teachers to take risks while at the same time promoting teamwork,
interdependence and a sense of community. For example, in one school, under the
leadership of the principal, the entire faculty reached consensus on three goals and each
grade level team of teachers was held responsible for collaboratively developing an
action plan with the principal for achieving their goals. Each grade level action plan
detailed short-term and long-term activities; identified materials and personnel needed
for implementation; addressed budget needs; and developed a time line for activities.
The entire team was then evaluated on how they worked together to achieve the goals of
the action plan. Peer assistance and peer review programs were also implemented by
the principal.
The professional life of principals is complex, and principals are often controlled
by the agenda of others. However, there are times during the school day when
principals can decide how to spend their time. Behavior during those times is
discretionary and principals should make helping teachers promote student learning a
priority. For example, principals may choose to spend their discretionary time listening
to staff concerns regarding student needs, sharing craft knowledge, and creating a sense
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of community in which all the stakeholders are encouraged to collaboratively work
together to develop solutions to problems that adversely affect teaching and learning.

Recommendations for Improving the Present Study
The first mailing of the questionnaire was sent in June. The end of the school
year is a hectic time for principals. While it was important to have principals reflect and
base their responses on their experiences over the year, perhaps future questionnaires to
principals should be sent at time that is not quite so busy for principals. Given the
nature of the job, finding a better time is a challenge. However, the end of April or
beginning of May would probably be a more suitable deadline for the return of the
questionnaire.
A study to determine the extent to which demographics affect the principals’
capacity to help teachers improve student learning should be conducted. In this study, it
is not conclusive whether demographic factors have an effect on what principals
perceive they need to help teachers increase student learning. Further study is needed to
determine whether the number of students; the community in which the school is
located (rural/suburban/urban); and the personnel available to help principals with
aspects of their job, affect the percentage of time principals spend helping teachers
improve student achievements. Additional research should be conducted to determine
whether principals, with vice-principals and/or other administrative support personnel
focus on helping teachers improve student performance more than principals without
administrative help.
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Recommendations for Future Research
Further research should be conducted to compare the perceptions of elementary
school principals regarding their effectiveness in helping teachers increase student
learning with the extent to which teachers find their current principal to be effective at
helping them improve student performance.
It would be helpful to study whether elementary school principals perceive they
need professional development in helping teachers or whether they feel they are up to
date in terms of the knowledge, skills and dispositions to help teachers improve
teaching and learning. The principals in this study did not indicate that they value
professional development offerings to help teachers improve teaching and learning more
than offerings in administrative aspects of their job. They also did not identify their
own lack of knowledge, skills or attitudes as obstacles to helping teachers. Research
should also be undertaken to determine what kind of staff development principals need
in order to help teachers increase student learning.
Research should be undertaken to determine how school communities work to
identify student learning problems. Traditionally, teachers working together as a team
has not been a part of teachers’ thinking. Parents are usually not involved in school
improvement efforts. Furthermore, relinquishing power is difficult for many principals
and many do not have the skills to lead school improvement efforts. Consequently,
leading the school improvement process is a daunting task for many principals. A study
on how principals, teachers and parents work together to improve student learning
would be of value to practitioners.
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A study should be conducted to determine the effect of teacher values, beliefs
and dispositions on the ability of the principal to improve student learning. Further
research should be conducted to study the factors contributing to and inhibiting the
productiveness of meetings. The many meetings with parents and the numerous
meetings principals are required to attend with their superintendent were identified as
obstacles to helping teachers. Meetings with teachers were alluded to as unproductive
due to resistant attitudes and the time consuming nature of shared decision making.
An important next step in this research is to examine how principals determine
priorities, what activities are monitored within and without the district and how they
spend their discretionary time.

Closing
The need for school reform has increased expectations educators to help all
students on equal terms. The pressure on principals to improve schools continues to
intensify. The responsibilities of elementary school principals have become much more
numerous and diverse, and the contexts in which principals work have grown in
complexity. Plagued with federal, state and local mandates; mounting paperwork;
responding to a myriad fragmented details; required attendance at meetings that are
often unproductive; and teacher evaluation systems that do not accomplish the goals for
which they were intended most principals spend more time administrating details than
helping teachers increase student learning. In order to improve schools, elementary
school principals must focus their efforts on helping teachers improve teaching and
learning. If principals are to improve student learning they must find a balance between
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their management and leadership responsibilities, utilize their discretionary time to help
teachers improve teaching and learning, and seek experiences to help them reflect on
how they can improve their practice.
It is reasonable to conclude that, in order to improve schools by helping teachers
improve student learning, leaders must have a clear set of priorities based on the unique
characteristics of their school and its community as well as the knowledge, skills and
dispositions to work with others. Also, it is crucial for leaders to know the strengths of
students and the conditions that hinder their progress. The elementary school principal
who is able to manage the day to day running of the building and simultaneously lead
teams of teachers, parents and community members in a problem-solving process may
create a shared vision and core values that make successful learning a reality for the
students they serve. It is the principal as leader who plays a key role in helping our
nation’s elementary schools become places where all children of all families can learn
well.
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Massachusetts Elementary School Principals’ Association, Inc.
23 LORD ROAD. SUITE 125

MARLBOROUGH. MASSACHUSETTS 01752

508/62-1.0500

FAX 508/A35-9965

E-mail: mespa@meol.moij.edu

PRESIDENT
Paul A. Gurrrcttt
J. W Killam School
333 Charles Sireec
Reading. VIA 01367
l« VICE-PRESIDENT
Nick Feldman
Coombs Elementary School
132 Old Barnstable Road
Moshpee. VIA 026A9
2ND VICE PRESIDENT
Leo L. Fjntini
Woodland Elementary School
North Vine Street
Milford. VIA 01737
3rd VICE PRESIDENT
Jane 0. Allen
Clarksburg Elementary School
777 West Crossroads
Clarksburg, via 0I2A7
PAST PRESIDENT
Cerard A. Dery
Richmond Elementary School
Route AI
Richmond. VIA 0123**
TREASURER
James Argir
31 Beacon Street
Naock.MA 01760
NATIONAL
REPRESENTATIVE
John Ciesiuk
Wolf Swamp Road School
62 Wolf Swamp Road
Longmeadow. MA 01106
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
Nadya Ajwad Higgins
MESPA Education Center
2t Lord Road. Suita IZ3
Marlborough. MA 01732
(300 624-0300
FAX (500 483-9963
E-mail:

Dear Principal:
A major priority of the Massachusetts Elementary School
Principals' Association (MESPA) is to help principals improve
their leadership skills. There is considerable evidence that the
school principal plays a key role in the school improvement
process. For the past two decades, MESPA has been employing
the perceptions of principals to help plan ongoing professional
development opportunities that result both in the improvement
of leadership skills of principals and the improvement of
schools.
Mr. Stephen Could is conducting research to determine the
perceptions of elementary school principals regarding their role
in helping teachers increase student learning. Mr. Gould is an
experienced elementary principal who is sensitive to the realities
of working as an elementary school principal and views the
principalship as a powerful means for increasing student
learning. Mr. Gould, through the use of questionnaires and
follow-up interviews, will ask current elementary principals in
Massachusetts their perceptions regarding their leadership role
and its effectiveness in helping teachers increase student
learning. His research will report the various ways principals
help teachers in this undertaking.
As a member of the
Massachusetts Elementary School Principals' Association, you
are being contacted to furnish data for this study. Mr. Gould will
provide MESPA with a report of his findings.
Please complete the enclosed questionnaire and return it as soon
as possible in the stamped envelope provided. Thank you for
your consideration and cooperation in helping us conduct this
important research.
Sincerely,

higgifun@meot.mass.sdu

Nadya Aswad Higgins
Executive Director, MESPA

AJJUimteJ with MJLLS.P.
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Jofin E. ‘Briggs ‘Elementary ScHool
*

Stephen m. goulo

96 WILLIAMS Reao

Principal

AshbuRnham. MA 0IA30
508327-5730

Dear Professional Colleague
As a practicing elementary school principal, a Massachusetts Elementary School
Principals' Association (MESPA) Board member, co-chair of MESPA's Professional
Development Committee, and doctoral student. I am interested in examining the
perceptions of elementary principals regarding their role in helping teachers increase
student learning
You are invited to participate in a research study which will report the perceptions of
elementary principals regarding their role in helping teachers increase student
learning, the various ways principals help teachers with this endeavor in schools
across the state, and the extent to which principals feel their assistance is effective in
helping teachers. You were selected randomly from a mailing list provided by
MESPA. The resulting information will be used as part of my doctoral dissertation and
to help MESPA plan ongoing professional development opportunities for principals.
The information will also become part of the repository of research on the principalship
at MESPA's Education and Technology Center and at the National Coaltion for
Equality in Learning at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst.
If you decide to participate in this research study, please complete the enclosed
questionnaire. The questionnaire will take about 30 minutes to complete. If you are
willing to participate in a follow-up telephone interview, which will not take more than
15 minutes, please sign and return the enclosed follow-up telephone interview
consent form. Not all respondents who indicate their willingness to be interviewed will
be selected. There is a minor risk of loss of confidentiality: by signing your name to the
interview consent form, your response no longer will be anonymous. I will be the only
person, however, collecting and analyzing the data and, once the study is completed,
all questionnaires and related materials will be destroyed. If you do not choose to
participate in a follow-up telephone interview, there is no need to return the consent
form.
I understand personally that principals are busier than ever, and it is with that in mind
that I respectfully ask for your cooperation in helping me complete this study. Please
fill out the questionnaire completely, sign the enclosed follow-up telephone interview
consent form (optional), and return them in the stamped self-addressed envelope
provided. If you have any questions, please call me at (508) 297-4803. I look forward
to your response as soon as possible.
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APPENDIX C
THE QUESTIONNAIRE

THE PERCEPTIONS OF ELEMENTARY SCHOOL PRINCIPALS
REGARDING THEIR ROLE IN HELPING TEACHERS
INCREASE STUDENT LEARNING
QUESTIONNAIRE FOR PRINCIPALS
OF ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS

DIRECTIONS: Please circle the number that best describes your response on the scale
below each question- Please note that on these scales »1 is highest and tt 4 is lowest.
1. What priority do you give to helping teachers increase student learning?
Very tush priority
Very low priority
12
3
4
2. Considering what you know about the responsibilities of elementary school
principals, how do you think other elementary school principals would generally
describe their role in helping teachers increase student learning as a priority?
Most would describe this
Most would describe this
as a very high priority
as a very low priority
12
3
4
3. How would you describe your level of participation in ongoing inservice
education opportunities in learning how to help teachers increase student learning?
Verv high level of participation
Verv low level of participation
12
3
4
4. How would you describe your participation in ongoing inservice education
opportunities in administrative aspects of being principal?
Verv high level of participation
Verv low level of participation
12
3
4
5. In the space below, please explain the reasons you consider helping teachers
increase student learning to be a high leadership priority or a low leadership
priority. List as many reasons as you can think of.

continue on reverse side
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DIRECTIONS: Please respond by circling the number that best describes your
response, on the scale below. Percentages should add up to 100%. e.g. 20 % in
administration and 80% in helping teachers increase student learning.
6. If you were to describe the amount of time spent each week on average, in the
role of administration and in the role of helping teachers increase student learning,
how would you describe the percent of time spent each week?
Administration:

10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Helping teachers:

10% 20% 30% 40 % 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

7. In a situation which you would describe as ideal, what percentage of your time
would you like to spend each week on average, in the role of administration and in
the role of helping teachers increase student learning?
Administration:

10% 20% 30% 40 % 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Helping teachers:

10% 20% 30% 40 % 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

8. In the space below, please list examples of the various wavs you help teachers
increase student learning. List as many examples as you can think of.
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DIRECTIONS: Below are examples of ways principals help teachers increase student
learning. Please respond in terms of their importance, frequency of utilization and
effectiveness based on your experience. Please circle your responses using the scale
to the right of each example. Reminder »1 is highest and 4 is lowest.
9. What are your perceptions of the ways principals help teachers increase student
learning?
Effectiveness
Importance
Frequency of
Utilization
high
low
high
low
high
low
Lead the renewal of
12 3 4
12 3 4
curriculum Sc instruction
12 3 4
Model a desired skill or
behavior

12 3 4

12 3 4

12 3 4

Provide resources for new
approaches to teaching

12 3 4

12 3 4

12 3 4

Support opportunities for
inservice education
for teachers

12 3 4

12 3 4

12 3 4

Encourage teachers to
reflect on their practice

12 3 4

12 3 4

12 3 4

Help teachers to establish
performance goals

12 3 4

12 3 4

12 3 4

Provide growth oriented
feedback

12 3 4

12 3 4

12 3 4

Promote teamwork and
collaboration

12 3 4

12 3 4

12 3 4

Motivate teachers through
encouragement and praise

12 3 4

12 3 4

12 3 4

Encourage experimentation

12 3 4

12 3 4

12 3 4

Stimulate the problem¬
solving process

12 3 4

12 3 4

12 3 4

Help teachers to identify
and diagnose student
learning problems

12 3 4

12 3 4

12 3 4
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ImpQftangg
high

low

Frequency of
Utilization
high
low

Effectiveness

high

low

Identify conditions that
facilitate and impede
student learning

1 2 34

12 3 4

12 3 4

Assist teachers to develop
and implement solutions

1 2 3 4

12 3 4

12 3 4

Help teachers to evaluate
student progress

1 2 3 4

12 3 4

12 3 4

Share research and proven
practice

1 2 3 4

12 3 4

12 3 4

12 3 4

12 3 4

Encourage teachers to inter¬
act with parents and the
community to address
student learning needs

1 2 3 4

10. In the space below, please describe one or two satisfying experiences in which
you felt most effective in helping a teacher or teachers increase student learning.

11. In the space below, please describe one or two least satisfying experiences in
which you did not feel that you were as effective as you would have liked to have
been in helping a teacher or teachers increase student learning.
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DIRECTIONS: Please circle the number that best describes your response on the scale
below each question.
12. When you spend time helping teachers increase student learning, how would
you generally describe your perceptions of your effectiveness?
Highly effective
Not as effective as I
1
2
3
4
would like to be
13. Considering teachers you have worked with, how do you think they would
generally describe your helpfulness in assisting them in the process of increasing
student learning?
Very helpful
Minimally helpful
12
3
4

14. In the space below, please describe the changes that should be made in your
current work load so that you may become more effective at helping teachers
increase student learning. List as many changes as you can think of.

continue on reverse side
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DIRECTION'S: Please respond to each of the following questions by circling the
response that best describes your school.
15. The number of students in your school:
less than 300

3C0-399

400-499

500-599

600-699

700+

30-39

40-49

50+

40%

50% +

16. The number of teachers in your school:
less than 10

10-19

20-29

17. The percentage of the student population that are minorities:
less than 1%

10%

20%

30%

18. The community in which the school is located:
rural

suburban

urban

19. The personnel available to help you with aspects of your role as principal:
assistant/vice principal

curriculum specialist

other_

20. The school budget for the current school year:
less than 500K

500-799K

750-999K

M.24M

1.25-1.49M

1.5M+

Thank you for your thoughtful responses to this questionnaire. I plan to report the
results to MESPA's Board of Directors, MESPA's Professional Development
Committee and in a future issue of MESPA's newsletter The Principals' View .
Please return the questionnaire and the consent form in the stamped envelope
provided as soon as possible. Again, I appreciate your cooperation in responding to
this questionnaire.
Sincere!

APPENDIX D
LETTER OF CONSENT
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THE PERCEPTIONS OF ELEMENTARY SCHOOL PRINCIPALS
REGARDING THEIR ROLE IN HELPING TEACHERS
INCREASE STUDENT LEARNING

CONSENT FORM
I (circle one) give do not give my permission to be a participant in the research
study entitled 'The Perceptions of Elementary School Principals Regarding Their Role
in Helping teachers Increase Student Learning". I realize that I am. under no obligation
to complete the questionnaire and have the right to say "no". I also understand that
choosing not to participate in the follow-up interview will not jeopardize my opportunity
to participate in the questionnaire portion of the study. I realize that there is a minor
risk of loss of confidentiality by signing my name to the enclosed consent form, since
my responses will no longer be anonymous.

Date

Signature.

If selected, I (circle one) give do not give my permission to be a partipant in a
follow-up Interview. I realize that I am under no obligation to participate in the
inteview and have the right to say "no". I also understand that choosing not to
participate in the follow-up interview will not jeopardize my opportunity to participate in
the questionnaire portion of the study. I realize that there is a minor risk of loss of
confidentiality by signing my name to the enclosed consent form, since my responses
will no longer be anonymous. In the space below. I have indicated the best times and
days of the week for me to be interviewed .

Signature_Date_
Work Phone # (
)_-_
Best Time to Call_ Best Day of the Week
Home Phone#(
)_-_
Best Time to Call_ Best Day of the Week.

Please return this consent form with the completed questionnaire in the
stamped, envelop provided.
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APPENDIX E
POST CARD REQUESTING THE RETURN
OF THE QUESTIONNAIRE
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Dear Colleagues

7/18/96

This June you were sent a question¬
naire & stamped addressed envelope
in a large MESPA envelope.
I know
the timing couldn't have been worse.
Now that things have settled down a
bit, please return the questionnaire
to me at the address below so that I
can begin tabulating the results this
summer.
Should you choose to remain
anonymous, don't bother to return the
consent form.
Thank you for your cooperation.
Stephen Gould
270 Hale St.
Winchendon, MA 01475
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APPENDIX F
FIELD-TESTED QUESTIONS
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Dear Colleagues;
I would really appreciate it if you would take a few minutes today and help me
fine tune the attached questionnaire. This is a draft of a questionnaire I will be
sending out to randomly selected principals in various communities across the state
and I want these questions be clear so that I can get back data that will be helpful for
my dissertation.
Please mark on the questionnaire, any unclear words, ambiguous statements,
statements that were worded in a way that didn't make sense, unclear directions, and
anything else that you feel I should know. Would you also answer the questions so
that I can get a sense of principals' responses.
I need to revise the questionnaire so that I can get it in the mail to piincipals by
the beginning of the week. I hope that you will be able to return it to me by the end of
the day.
Please be honest with your comments. Thank you fcr your help.
Sincerely,
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LEADING FROM THE MIDDLE TO IMPROVE STUDENT LEARNING
MASSACHUSETTS ELEMENTARY SCHOOL PRINCIPALS
ASSOCIATION (MESPA)
QUESTIONNAIRE

The answers to the following questions will help MESPA to better
serve its membership.
Your participation is greatly appreciated.
Please take a moment to fill out this questionnaire.

What do elementary school principals perceive they need to
improve their effectiveness in helping teachers increase student
learning?

To what extent do elementary school principals perceive that they
are effective in helping teachers increase student learning?

What is hindering elementary school principals from helping
teachers increase student learning?

What is fostering elementary school principals effectiveness in
helping teachers increase student learning?
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The Role of the Elementary School Principal
MESPA Spring Conference

Please return this survey to the registration desk or your workshop facilitator
1

What is the level of your satisfaction with your role as principal? Please circle the
appropriate response on the four point scale below.
Highest Level of Satisfaction
1

Lowest Level of Satisfaction
2

3

4

2. Of all the various was you help teachers increase student learning, please list the
most effective and least effective?

3. What training have you had that you feel is useful in helping teachers to increase
student learning?

4. What training would you find helpful in helping teachers increase student learning?

5. If you could change anything about your role as principal, or the way you are forced
or choose to act in your role as principal, what would it be?

6. What is the most powerful lesson you have learned in helping teachers increase
student learning that you would like to share with principals?
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APPENDIX G
REFLECTIONS
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The importance of making schools places where students are actively engaged in
learning at high levels cannot be underestimated. At the beginning of each new school
year, scurrying about like little chipmunks and squirrels feeling unsure of themselves
and not knowing which way to turn, I can see the excitement in their eyes. Their faces
are full of anticipation. Carrying on a silent dialogue within themselves they ask the
same questions I asked as a boy, the same questions I imagine all kids have always
asked prior to the first day of school. What will my new teacher be like? Will (s)he like
me? Will I make new friends? Will the work be too hard, too easy or just right? Willi
fit in? We must make schools places where all children can be successful and feel like
they belong. No child is good at everything but every child is good at something. As
noted child psychologist Dr. Haim Ginott once said, "I've come to the frightening
conclusion that I am the decisive element in the classroom. It's my personal approach
that creates the climate. It's my daily mood that creates the weather. I possess a
tremendous power to make a child's life miserable or joyous. I can be a tool of torture
or an instrument of inspiration. I can humiliate or humor, hurt or heal. In all situations,
it is my response that decides whether a crisis will be escalated or de-escalated and a
child humanized or de-humanized." Likewise, principals control the organizational
context of schools and therefore create the weather for teachers.
The challenges that schools face in preparing its students so that they can be
successful, productive and contributing members of our future democratic society are
awesome. If we are to stem the 'tide of mediocrity' described in The Nation at Risk
report, which began this nation's education reform movement in 1983, we need to do
our homework. We can no longer base our decisions on conventional wisdom when it
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comes to leading change efforts. We cannot solve the significant problems we face with
the same level of thinking used when we created them. There is much too much
existing information available for us to indulge ourselves in idiosyncratic practices that
may be well intentioned, but are inefficient and ineffective. We need to listen to what
the reformers are saying. It is in the best interest of children.
The freight train of educational reform traveling across this nation is reaching a
full head of steam. It will not be stopped. We have two choices. They are to get on
board or get out of the way. The sense of urgency and the shear magnitude of what
needs to be done can sometimes be overwhelming. At times I have felt like a juggler
running back and forth, keeping the spinning plates at the end of the sticks from falling.
Curriculum, instruction, organizational development, school councils, school
improvement plans, interdisciplinary teaching, technology, authentic assessment. "How
many platters can one keep spinning before they all come crashing down?", I sometimes
ask myself. And yet in spite of the initial frenzy of the balancing act, and dealing with
things up in the air, I have learned to conserve my energy. I am not wasting any steps.
I am still working hard, but in different ways. So far I am managing to keep all the
plates spinning and have even added a few more. I am focused and I must admit that
there is a wonderful, exhilarating feeling of accomplishment as one manages to keep
everything balanced and constantly moving forward.
While the debate continues as to whether schools should be primarily focusing
on helping students to learn how to access, interpret and utilize information as opposed
to learning subject-specific knowledge, families are in crisis and increasing violence
permeates our society. There is information available that will help us keep focused and
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maintain our balance while doing the work that needs to be done. We need to access the
educational knowledge base, share data, reflect on it, listen better to one another and
learn how to work together.
There will be many obstacles to providing our children with the kind of social,
emotional and educational experiences they need. Lack of sufficient resources such as
time, personnel and money, differing values and beliefs, mistrust of institutions,
negative societal influences and other problems associated with bringing about change
are just a few. These barriers are formidable. But our greatest enemies are cynicism
and the limitations we place on each other and ourselves. We must put aside those
notions of how we have all seen this come and go before, stop complaining about how
our lives are controlled by others, forget about making excuses as to why we can't do
anything about our present conditions, and put an end to any other explanations that
allow us to remain paralyzed and fail to take action. These road blocks to our childrens'
success must be overcome. If there's a will, there's a way.
I believe in the imagination and its ability to triumph over obstacles. We must
be the dreamers. Our time has come. If we believe in ourselves, we can do anything-no
matter what the odds. It is teachers, principals and parents who must help bring about
change. We can make a difference if we examine the data, work hard and work
together. We owe it to ourselves. We owe it to the future. We owe it to the hearts and
minds of our children.
The winds of change are pushing educators to the edge. We cannot turn back.
We must confront the difficulties before us. Elementary school principals who make a
difference look for problems rather than avoid them. The following poem by the World
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War I, French poet, Guillaume Appollonaire is a metaphor for leadership. It captures a
conversation which eloquently describes the leadership role of the elementary school
principal.
"Come to the edge."
"We can’t, we are afraid."
"Come to the edge."
"We can’t, we will fall."
"Come to the edge."
And they came.
And he pushed them,
And they flew.

We must learn how to help each other fly. We must learn how to dance with
dragons and develop solutions to difficult problems. We must learn how to break out of
the box of our own thinking; the kind of thinking that keeps educational communities
from moving forward. As elementary school principals working together with others,
we can create ripples of hope that build to a current capable of sweeping away the
mightiest walls of attitudes and beliefs.
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